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Why is the District of Columbia, the capital of the United States, named after Christopher Columbus, a Genoese 
explorer commissioned by Spain who never set foot on the future 
US mainland? Why did Spanish Americans in 1819 name the 
newly independent republic “Colombia” after Columbus, the 
first representative of the Spanish Empire from which politi-
cal independence was recently declared? This book answers these 
questions.
 Christopher Columbus introduced the Old World to the New 
World and thereby changed the course of history and marked the 
beginning of modernity.1 His accidental “discovery” of the New 
World in 1492 began the process by which European culture and 
institutions were transmitted to the Western hemisphere, which 
in turn also deeply influenced Europe. It also initiated the over-
seas extension to the greater Atlantic world of long-standing 
European imperial rivalries and caused the forced migration of 
massive numbers of people, the genocide of indigenous peoples 
and cultures, the ecological modifications of plants and animals, 
and the environmental destruction of New-World landscapes. 
Such is Columbus’s legacy.
 At the end of the fifteenth century, Portugal and the Crown 
of Castile, the distinct state formed in 1230, had long been devel-
oping programs of overseas expansion along the coast of Africa. If 
it had not been Columbus in 1492, it would likely have been some 
other adventurer who would have claimed the New World for 
the Old at some point, probably in the sixteenth century. But it 
was Columbus who first took possession for Castile of the island 
of Guanahaní on 12 October 1492, and he thence became the 
emblem of Spain’s overseas empire, the largest the world had ever 
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seen up to that point. In more general terms, he became a symbol 
of Europe’s imperial conquest and colonization of the rest of the 
Western world.
 Columbus’s association with empire, something he consis-
tently emphasized in his own writings, remained intact after his 
death, as many authors who wrote about him portrayed him as 
an imperial servant, some even describing him as a new version 
of Aeneas, Virgil’s famous founder of Rome. The main argument 
of this book is that centuries after Columbus’s death in 1506, 
the figure of Columbus was appropriated by nationalists in the 
Americas in ways that reveal how they viewed their new indepen-
dent nation-states in relation to old political typologies of empire. 
The embrace of Columbus as an imperial figure in New-World 
republics that claimed political independence from Old-World 
empires shows the ideological imperial underpinnings of their 
new nation-states.
 Placing the figure of Columbus, as he appears in the 
Americas in nationalist discourses of the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries, within the context of the centuries-long tradi-
tion of Columbus interpretation preserves the crucial association 
between Columbus and empire that the admiral himself sought 
to forge and that writers after him perpetuated. In turn, this 
allows us to view the independence and early republican peri-
ods of the region through an “empire-based lens,” which reveals 
how American representations of Columbus worked to integrate 
older discourses of empire alongside newer discourses about the 
nation-state. In this context, to take one example, the naming of 
the District of Columbia, the capital of the United States, after 
Columbus in 1791 reflects the significance of empire in the con-
struction of the new nation-states of the Americas. Empire was 
indeed on Americans’ minds. In fact, the desire for territorial 
expansion and the belief in the right to expand westward over 
the whole American continent was evident even in the charters 
of five of the original thirteen English colonies that designated 
their western boundaries as the Pacific Ocean. Later, George 
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Washington famously called the United States a “rising empire.” 
Thomas Jefferson, agreeing with that view, wrote in 1786, “Our 
confederacy must be viewed as the nest from which all America, 
North and South, is to be peopled.”2 As historian Eran Shalev 
has recently shown in his well-documented study, Rome Reborn 
on Western Shores: Historical Imagination and the Creation of the 
America Republic, the dominant notion of empire in the imagina-
tion of these early Americans drew on the Roman experience, the 
very same that was important in Columbus’s day.
 The figure of Columbus was employed differently in the 
rhetoric of revolutionaries and nationalists of Anglo and Spanish 
America. Columbus, understandably, had a much longer history 
in the Hispanic world, where there was no need, as was the case 
in British America, to construct elaborate myths to incorporate 
him in the nationalist historiographies of the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries. Columbus was Spain’s first rep-
resentative in the New World. Many Spanish American Creole 
revolutionaries in the late eighteenth century, whose legitimacy 
largely depended on their Spanish heritage, ironically claimed 
the Italian Columbus as their racial and spiritual forefather. 
This kind of identification with Columbus is absent in the more 
mythological Columbus invoked by British Americans who con-
structed a national symbol that allowed them to cut conceptual 
ties with their mother country. The tortuousness of the con-
structed myth of Columbus in British America, the very visi-
bility of the scaffolding on which the myth is built, results in a 
more powerful story than the more easily constructed myth of 
Columbus in Spanish America. In this way the Columbus story 
in the two regions adheres to the distinction drawn by Aristotle 
between poetry and history, poetry being more powerful—more 
true—than history because of poetry’s artifice and because of 
its powerful transformation of the particular into the universal. 
Partly because of this, the Columbus myth in British America 
is stronger and a more compelling component in the dominant 
narrative about national origins than in similar narratives of 
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Spanish America. This helps explain why this book follows the 
Columbus legacy in the United States until its climax at the 1893 
World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago but limits its dis-
cussion of the legacy of Columbus in Spanish America to the 
early independence period. At the end of the nineteenth century 
in Spanish America, the legacy of Columbus was not nearly as 
important in nationalist narratives as it was in the United States.
 The differences with regard to the manner in which Columbus 
was employed in nationalist discourses of British and Spanish 
America are also related to different understandings of the term 
“empire” in the two regions, as I discuss in this book’s Conclusion. 
The term “empire” in the United States, from its inception, had 
connotations associated with the drive to territorial expansion 
that was at the heart of US policies regarding the Louisiana 
Purchase, the War of 1812, the Monroe Doctrine, the constant 
wars against Native Americans, the Mexican American War, and 
a host of other policy decisions that either indirectly supported or 
directly led to the acquisition of new territory. In the new nation-
states of Spanish America, there was no such systematic drive to 
acquire new territory, and the term “empire” was understood by 
early nationalists in a much more nebulous sense related to the 
exercise of power.
 Despite these differences, both Spaniards and English in 
the New World viewed themselves as successors of the Roman 
Empire, as well as Western empire in general. And in the post-
colonial era in both Anglo and Spanish America, the Western 
narrative of the translatio imperii (the transfer of empire) was 
employed to legitimate the construction of the nation-state.
 According to the standard story in the West about the transla-
tio imperii, occidental empire—and Western civilization itself, the 
dominant version of which accompanied empire—was believed 
to move progressively from east to west.3 The specific trajec-
tory of empire depended on who told the story, but in most ver-
sions empire was said to begin in Asia, then move to Greece, 
and then to Rome. The itinerary of empire after Rome varied. It 
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often included Germany, where Charles I was crowned Roman 
Emperor by Pope Leo III in 800, and then France, England, and/
or Spain. Eventually, inhabitants of the New World, and certainly 
the early nationalists of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
claimed to inherit Western empire. I discuss in Chapter 2 how, 
almost immediately after his death, Columbus was cast as a pro-
tagonist in this narrative of domination and power. I explore in 
Chapters 3 and 4 the role of Columbus in the translatio imperii 
narrative as it was articulated in British and Spanish America.
 The definitions of “empire” suggested by the various articula-
tions of the translatio imperii in both Europe and the Americas 
are admittedly obscure. I consider these narratives not as a 
political  scientist—that is, as conforming to specific political 
 typologies—but as a student of intellectual and cultural history. 
As such, while they certainly have a foot in the rational world—
they rhetorically underwrite discourses of power that have real 
 implications—they themselves do not rationally trace historical 
events. Rather, they are mythic. They frequently invoke “empire” 
as an idea in the popular imagination that relates, often quiet 
vaguely, to the exercise of power and dominion, as well as to gran-
deur and great territorial expanse. The term “empire” in narratives 
of translatio imperii connotes the domination of one people over 
large swaths of territories and peoples. It involves a dominant 
 culture that is imposed via the translatio studii (the transfer of cul-
ture) along with the translatio imperii.
 The significance of Rome, both the Roman Empire and the 
Roman Republic, and its legacy in Western culture looms large 
in the meaning of “empire” as it is employed in this book. Also 
important is Virgil’s Aeneid as the paradigmatic articulation of 
the translatio imperii story.4 Written during Augustus’s prin-
cipate, the epic relates the history of the legendary founding of 
Rome, which, according to Jupiter in the story, is destined to have 
an empire without end.5 The Aeneid is relevant to the legacy of 
Columbus because Columbus’s self-characterizations as a servant 
of empire were taken up by historiographers and poets who then 
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incorporated him into Virgil’s classical narrative about the rise to 
power of one culture over others. These accounts, some of which 
were produced in the Americas, portrayed Columbus as a con-
quering neo-Aeneas.
 The figure of Columbus fits easily within narratives of one 
group of people conquering and dominating another. Given his 
fame as the agent who set in motion Europe’s conquest of the 
New World, Columbus as a historical actor is inherently imperial. 
The figure of Columbus, as he was commonly interpreted by gen-
erations of historiographers and literati, never lost its association 
with empire. And it is this association, I believe, that New-World 
nationalists effectively exploited as they employed the figure of 
Columbus in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
  The broad geographical and (often) chronological perspec-
tive employed by so-called transatlantic historians allows for an 
understanding of American phenomena, such as narratives about 
Columbus, in relation to their Old-World contexts. John Elliott’s 
masterful Empires of the Atlantic World: Britain and Spain in 
America, 1492–1830 is illustrative of this approach, as is the work of 
Jorge Cañizares-Esguerra (Puritan Conquistadors: Iberianizing the 
Atlantic, 1550–1700) and Anthony Pagden (Lords of all the World: 
Ideologies of Empire in Spain, Britain and France, c.1500–1800; and 
Spanish Imperialism and the Political Imagination). Some schol-
ars of “Atlantic” history, like Elliott and Pagden in Lords of all the 
World, compare and contrast the experiences of different regions 
and cultures in the Americas, as is also the case in this book. 
Elliott, for example, in his study of the British and Spanish colo-
nial systems in the Americas, consistently contrasts the British 
and the Spanish experience, thereby shedding light on the specific 
articulations of both empires. Elliott’s work can be viewed as a 
contemporary response to Herbert Bolton’s 1932 call for an “epic 
of Greater America,” one that would show “the larger aspects of 
Western Hemispheric history.”6 Departing from Bolton’s call for 
more scholarship that focuses on the hemisphere, scholarship in 
the field of “inter-Americanist” literary studies (sometimes called 
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“hemispheric studies”) has a long and vibrant tradition to which 
this book contributes. It includes studies written by Alfred Owen 
Aldridge (Early American Literature: A Comparatist Approach), 
Djelal Kadir (Columbus and the Ends of the Earth: Europe’s 
Prophetic Rhetoric as Conquering Ideology), Lisa Voigt (Writing 
Captivity in the Early Modern Atlantic: Circulations of Knowledge 
and Authority in the Iberian and English Imperial Worlds), and 
most recently, Ronald Briggs (Tropes of Enlightenment in the Age 
of Bolívar: Simón Rodríguez and the American Essay at Revolution). 
Like the work of these scholars, this book seeks to trace not only 
European thought in the Americas, but also how that thought 
has been adapted and expressed differently in British and Spanish 
America.
 Recent efforts to acknowledge and better understand the 
presence of empire in US history and culture, which are at 
the heart of “New Americanism,” also give us reason to view 
Columbus as he was employed during the post-independence 
periods of the Americas: as a figure of empire. “New 
Americanism,” first promoted in the work of scholars such as 
Donald Pease and Amy Kaplan, departs from a critique of the use 
of the nation-state as the dominant unit of scholarly analysis.7 
Historian Antoinette Burton refers to this scholarship as “new 
imperial studies,” and her description of it emphasizes the con-
tinuity between empire and nation: this kind of work, she writes, 
“seeks to recast the nation as an imperialized space—a political 
territory that could not, and still cannot, escape the imprint of 
empire.”8 “Early (US) Americanists,” those who study the British 
colonial period and the early republic in North America, as well 
as Latin Americanists of all kinds have traditionally viewed 
“postcoloniality” as an important historical reality.9 But it has 
been only in the last twenty years or so that scholars working in 
(US) American Studies have begun to systematically explore the 
continuities between pre- and post-independence periods. And 
although “new imperial” and “New Americanist” scholarship has 
created a better understanding of the US nation as empire, it has 
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yet to revisit the significance of Columbus as he appears in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Our view of Columbus has 
therefore remained impeded by nation-centric methodologies 
that exclude the supranational contexts in which the meanings of 
Columbus have been constructed. This book seeks to correct this 
problem.
 In addition to adopting a comparative lens and one that does 
not privilege the nation-state, this study also employs the meth-
odological assumption that a full understanding of the meaning of 
Columbus as he was represented in the Americas requires that we 
begin by considering Columbus’s own texts. Although the after-
life of Columbus has been the subject of many scholarly works, 
none have considered Columbus’s own part in constructing his 
image.10 Moreover, very few have used a comparative lens, which 
is also necessary for a complete view of the figure of Columbus 
in the Americas, as that figure has been constructed in a variety 
of languages and traditions. Some scholars working solely with 
English texts would have us believe that the word “Columbus” 
(meaning the English version of Columbus’s name, not the Italian 
Colombo or the Spanish Colón, by which he was always referred 
to in Spanish documents) came into existence as separate from the 
historical person Columbus, the mariner who grew up in Genoa, 
then lived in Portugal, and then Spain. William Spengemann, 
for example, in his engaging study of Columbus’s textual appear-
ances in English, refers to “Columbus” as invoked by Ralph 
Waldo Emerson in the essay “Experience.” Spengemann writes, 
“Emerson’s Columbus is just a word, a particular selection and 
arrangement of letters that was adopted long after the navigator’s 
death.”11 Actually, it was only forty-seven years after Columbus’s 
death that the English word “Columbus” was first employed, as 
Spengemann himself notes, in Richard Eden’s partial translation 
of Sebastian Münster’s Latin Cosmographiae, which was Münster’s 
translation of his own German work Cosmographia: Beschreibung 
aller Lender. This original German text related Columbus’s voyage 
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to the New World and was itself largely based on Peter Martyr’s 
Latin account in the Orbe novo. Spengemann appears to discount 
the significance of the multiple versions: Eden’s translation of 
Münster’s work was an English translation of a Latin transla-
tion of a German text about Columbus that, in turn, drew heavily 
from another Latin text about the actual historical figure.
 This book’s argument is grounded in the firm belief that inter-
textuality matters, and there is a connection between the his-
torical person Columbus and the manner in which others have 
interpreted him through the centuries. Hence, I disagree with 
Spengemann’s statement that “Insofar as Columbus is an English 
word whose meanings, including its various referents, consist 
entirely in other English words, its history is also distinct from 
those of the Spanish Colón, the French Colomb, the German 
Kolumbus, the Italian Colombo, and the Portuguese Colom.”12 
I acknowledge that different people have interpreted Columbus 
differently, according to their own agendas. My point is that a 
tradition of interpretation is at the core of the great majority of 
representations of Columbus, including Eden’s 1553 English trans-
lation of Münster’s text and the majority of the representations of 
Columbus produced in the Americas in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries. This, in addition to showing the interconnected 
nature of cultural production in the Atlantic world, undergirds the 
argument that American discourse about Columbus is most accu-
rately interpreted within the context of this tradition of textual 
production. Hence, when Columbus appears in texts published in 
the independence or early republican periods in the Americas, the 
hermeneutical task ideally involves answering questions about the 
relationship between empire and nation.
 Tracing and understanding the tradition of Columbus inter-
pretation and its variations require that one work in multiple time 
periods and across linguistic and “national” disciplines. The con-
sequences of not doing so are evident in Spengemann’s inability 
to explain the popularity of Columbus in the United States: “If 
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Anglo-America demanded a history beginning in a single, iden-
tifiable individual human action,” Spengemann asks, “how did 
Columbus get chosen over other, seemingly sounder alternatives 
as the site for this elaborate construction?” His answer: “It is a 
mystery.”13
 This book argues otherwise. I believe that Columbus’s 
appropriation of a discourse of empire that was circulating in 
the Spanish court during the late fifteenth century was the first 
brick in the edifice that became his historical persona as a fig-
ure of empire (see Chapter 1). The historiographers and writ-
ers who wrote about him, the subject of Chapter 2, perpetuated 
this characterization. They incorporated Columbus as the pro-
tagonist in the Western stock narrative about the conquering 
and dominance of one society, deemed “civilized,” over others 
deemed less so. By the time revolutionaries in the New World 
were imagining their own politically independent societies, 
Columbus had long been a symbol of empire in the Western 
imagination. The appropriation of Columbus by nationalists 
in the Americas is of a piece with the manner in which they 
welded together ideas about empire and the nation-state. In the 
United States, the drive to empire in the sense of great terri-
torial expansion was a very real force in the early republic. As 
Patricia Limerick has argued, at the heart of the national mis-
sion was an appetite for conquest and colonization.14 There 
could be no more fitting symbol of that mission than Columbus, 
the paradigmatic conqueror. In Spanish America, where there 
was no such systematic project of territorial expansion, revo-
lutionaries also appropriated the translatio  imperii narrative. 
Instead of aspiring to empire in the sense of large expanses of 
territory, they aspired to the kind of spiritual quality and glory 
associated with the great empires of the past—in particular, 
Rome. Columbus became their national symbol, despite the fact 
that the historical Columbus was the first representative of the 
colonizing force that dominated the region for so long, largely 
because of his association with empire.
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 Let me be clear that I am not suggesting that the manner in 
which Columbus portrayed himself, or the manner in which sub-
sequent historiographers portrayed him, set in stone all future 
interpretations. Columbus has been interpreted, for example, as 
the germ of rugged individualism and liberty in the United States. 
In much of the Americas, Columbus is praised as a St. Francis 
figure, a bringer of Christ to the Americas. My argument is that 
a great many representations of Columbus, over the centuries and 
in a variety of cultural contexts, tap into Columbus’s status as a 
figure of empire. I also note that many of the contexts in which 
Columbus appears are about empire. When the story of empire in 
the Americas has sought a protagonist, it has often found one in 
Columbus.
The term “Columbia” and its many variants, such as “Colombia,” 
“Colomba,” and “Colombona,” clearly illustrate the extent to 
which the figure of Columbus has circulated across politi-
cal and linguistic borders. To trace the appearance in English of 
“Columbus,” or “Columbia,” with no regard for what came before 
in other languages, creates the illusion that writers in English 
lived in a bubble and did not read works in other languages. It 
also ignores the imperial implications that were present in the 
first formulation of the term, believed to have been suggested 
by Bartolomé de las Casas, who argued in the sixteenth century 
that the New World should be named after Columbus instead of 
Amerigo Vespucci. Las Casas suggested the names “Columba” or 
“Columbo,” and he did so very much with the expanded empire 
of Christendom in mind.15 Citing both the Bible and Aristotle, 
Las Casas argues that the admiral’s name reveals that he was des-
tined to expand the empire of Christ:
So it was that he was named Christopher, that is to say Christum 
ferens, which is Latin for the bearer or carrier of Christ, and 
he signed his name in this way on a number of occasions and, 
indeed, he was the first to open up the routes across this Ocean 
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Sea and to make the blessed name of our savior, Jesus Christ, 
known in these remote lands and kingdoms, of which hitherto 
they had known nothing; and it was he who was adjudged wor-
thy above all others to bring these numberless peoples who had 
lain in oblivion throughout so many centuries to the knowl-
edge and worship of Christ. His family name, Colón, means 
“new settler,” a fitting title for a man whose industry and whose 
labors led to the discovery of numberless souls who, through the 
preaching of the gospel and administering of the blessed sacra-
ments, have come and continue every day to come in triumph to 
the great city descending out of heaven. The name suited because 
he brought the first settlers from Spain . . . to found colonies, or 
new settlements of incomers, among and alongside the indige-
nous inhabitants of these immense territories and to build a 
new, mighty, vast, and most noble Christian church and earthly 
republic amongst them.16
Note here Las Casas’s emphasis on the “remote lands and king-
doms” that Columbus brought within the fold of Christendom. 
As the first “new settler,” Columbus led the effort “to build a new, 
mighty, vast” church “and earthy republic.” That “republic,” in Las 
Casas’s eyes, was led by Queen Isabel and King Ferdinand, who 
had been designated the Catholic kings by Pope Alexander VI 
for their service against the infidel; it was without a doubt an 
empire.
 Las Casas’s Columbus was a complex figure. Santa Arias has 
noted how the author, in his Historia de las Indias, compares the 
admiral to the heroes of the Roman Empire.17 Las Casas also 
blames Columbus for setting in motion the disastrous conse-
quences of Spanish colonization, which Las Casas later condemns 
in his Brevísima relación de la destrucción de las Indias. Nevertheless, 
Las Casas ultimately represents Columbus as an imperial fig-
ure responsible for establishing Spain’s empire of Christ in the 
New World, something that Las Casas never faltered in sup-
porting despite his fame for challenging the Spanish methods of 
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conquest. Columbus’s status as hero of Spain’s Christian empire, 
I would argue, is present in Las Casas’s preferred name for the 
Americas: Columba (or Columbo).
 Many of Las Casas’s countrymen, eager to defend the legiti-
macy of the Spanish Empire, agreed that the name “America” 
denied Columbus the glory he deserved and was a potential 
threat to Spain’s authority in the New World, which was increas-
ingly under attack during the sixteenth and seventeenth centu-
ries. As Olga Cock Hincapié notes, a variety of authors in Spain 
and Spanish America, especially in the seventeenth century, fol-
lowed Las Casas’s lead, suggesting that the New World be named 
after various forms of Columbus’s name. For example, in his 
Monarquía de España (published in 1770 but completed in 1601), 
Pedro Salazar de Mendoza proposes the name “La Colonea”; fray 
Tomás Malvenda suggests the adoption of “Colonia,” “Colonea,” 
“Nuevo Orbe Colonio,” or “Coloneo” (De antichristo, 1604); 
Francisco Mosquera de Barnuevo suggests the names “Colonia” 
or “Colónica” in his Numantina (1612); and Juan de Solórzano 
Pereira (Disputationem de Indiarum Iure, 1629; and Política Indiana, 
1648) and fray Antonio de la Calancha (Crónica moralizada, 1638) 
opt for the names “Colonia” or “Columbania.” These histori-
ans’ preference for the name “Colonia,” or some variant thereof, 
reveals the close association they maintained between Columbus 
and the exercise of Spanish imperial power abroad.18
 The argument that the New World should be named after 
Columbus also appeared in English in the seventeenth century 
when Englishman Nicholas Fuller wrote in 1612 that America 
would be better named “Columbina.”19 In 1738, the name 
“Columbia” was used in a summary of Parliamentary debates, 
probably written by Samuel Johnson, to denote the British colo-
nies in America. (He used “Lilliput” to denote England.) This 
summary was reprinted on the other side of the Atlantic three 
years later, on 30 November 1741, in the Boston Evening Post.20 The 
belief that some form of Columbus’s name should designate the 
American continent, originally expressed in Spanish by Las Casas 
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in the sixteenth century, was repeated in the British colonies at 
the end of the seventeenth and in the eighteenth centuries.21
 The circulation of the term “Columbia” and its variants across 
temporal and linguistic boundaries, along with the similar circu-
lations of texts (and their translations) about Columbus and his 
activities in the New World, demand that we open our field of 
inquiry. Let us consider, for example, the many representations of 
Columbus at the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition or Simón 
Bolívar’s purported conversation with the “God of Columbia” 
atop Mount Chimborazo. These should not be severed completely 
from previous representations of Columbus, including those 
he himself crafted. This is not to say that the meaning of every 
exemplar in which Columbus has been represented is predeter-
mined. The change in Columbus’s fortunes in the late twentieth 
century, as he went from hero to villain in the eyes of many in 
the Americas, attests to this not being the case. But the prolif-
eration of negative portrayals of Columbus in the late twenti-
eth century is best understood by viewing him according to the 
dominant interpretative tradition that starts with his own writ-
ings. As a figure of empire, Columbus has since the late twenti-
eth century become a logical target of those resisting new forms 
of empire and increased internationalization of capital and power. 
Similarly, if we carefully consider the interpretive tradition about 
Columbus that began with his own writings, it becomes clear that 
it is not “ironic” that Columbus was both a symbol of an Old-






Christopher Columbus has long been the subject of disagree-ment among historians. The protracted debate about his 
origins, whether he was Genoan, Spanish, Jewish, Catalán, etc., 
is merely the tip of the iceberg that seems to have had a special 
attraction for the public at large over the years. Beneath that 
popular debate, there are other disagreements among histori-
ans regarding Columbus’s character. Some have emphasized his 
ardent religious faith, others his scientific curiosity and his skill 
as a mariner, and still others his drive to acquire wealth and 
power. In nearly all historical studies, the writings of Columbus 
are quoted to support the argument at hand. In this book, how-
ever, I would like to start by considering how Columbus repre-
sented himself in writing over time. He left behind a large corpus 
of writings in which he portrayed himself and his “enterprise” in 
a particular and consistent manner. The earliest historiographers 
who wrote about Columbus, including Peter Martyr, Bartolomé 
de las Casas, and Columbus’s son Ferdinand, all consulted the 
corpus of Columbus’s writings. The evidence suggests that the 
manner in which Columbus portrayed himself in writing influ-
enced those who wrote about him and that they continued, and 
enhanced, the same characterization that he himself initiated.
 Columbus appears to have been very savvy in regard to the 
politics of self-fashioning. Given his knowledge of court prac-
tice and procedure, he was likely aware that after 17 April 1492, 
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when the king and queen signed the Capitulaciones de Santa Fe, 
the document that officially sanctioned his enterprise, whatever 
he wrote to the Crown would be preserved in royal archives. 
In addition, because he was politically astute he probably real-
ized that the manner in which he represented himself would set 
the tone for future representations written by others. The extant 
documents in the historical record believed to have been writ-
ten by Columbus suggest that he employed a very conscious 
strategy of self-promotion, mutating his persona and the man-
ner in which he portrayed his enterprise in response to the 
exigencies of the moment. While Columbus modified his rhe-
torical strategy according to the occasion, we observe at least 
one constant in his self-representations: he always appears as a 
loyal servant of Ferdinand and Isabel and their imperial agenda. 
From 1492 to the end of his career, Columbus portrayed himself 
and his enterprise as fundamental to Spain’s drive to universal 
Christian empire.
The Discourse of Empire in Late 
Fifteenth-Century Spain
Before discussing how empire was understood during this period 
in Spain, it should be noted that no official document issued dur-
ing the reign of Ferdinand and Isabel refers to their territorial 
possessions in Europe and the New World as an “empire.” Rather, 
the preferred term was the “Spanish Monarchy,” which claimed 
dominion over a number of distinct “kingdoms” that together 
comprised the composite monarchy commonly known as “las 
Españas.” Thus Ferdinand and Isabel were officially the “King 
and Queen of Castile, León, Aragon, Sicily, Granada, Toledo, 
Valencia [etc.].” Their kingdoms in the New World, incidentally, 
fell under the authority of the Crown of Castile. Notwithstanding 
the absence of the term “empire” in official language, the notion 
of empire was very much present in the Spanish imagination at 
the end of the fifteenth century. For example, a sonnet written by 
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a courtier in January 1492, before Columbus left on his first voy-
age westward, proposed that the “I” in “Isabel” stood for “impe-
rio,” (empire).1 We also find evidence of the importance of empire 
in the Spanish worldview commonly repeated in contemporary 
comparisons of Spain to the Roman Empire.
 The Spanish imperial tradition drew its inspiration from both 
the Bible and imperial Rome, and it was inexorably linked with 
Spain’s unique crusading tradition.2 It is in the context of the cru-
sading tradition in Spain, in which the Reconquista was firmly 
rooted, that Columbus interpreted his enterprise as a contribu-
tion to the empire of Ferdinand and Isabel. When European 
princes launched the Crusades to conquer Jerusalem in the elev-
enth century, the goal of regaining the Iberian Peninsula from 
the Muslims, who had occupied it since the eighth century, 
assumed special meaning. Isidore of Seville (c. 560–636) had 
already asserted in his Historia de regibus Gothorum, Wandalorum, 
et Suevorum, a book Isabel possessed, that Spaniards were an 
elect people inhabiting a holy land. This sentiment was pervasive 
when the Crusades were launched; regaining Spain was viewed 
as analogous to regaining the heart of Christendom. The kings 
who led the Iberian reconquest facilitated the conflation of Spain 
and Jerusalem, and Spain and Christendom itself. After Jerusalem 
was taken by Muslims in 638, European Christian kings, includ-
ing those of Castile, became obsessed to varying degrees with its 
recapture.
 The importance of Jerusalem in Spain and its connection to 
the notion of universal empire within the rhetoric of the recon-
quest bears repeating.3 As Liss notes, “Jerusalem, Christendom’s 
core, [was] often coupled in Castilian prophecies and sermons 
with Spain’s future greatness, even with achievement of world 
empire. Jerusalem, like Spain having once been destroyed, served 
as its analogue, the lodestar of Castilian chivalric ideals and mes-
sianic hope, the ultimate goal of reconquest. Its restoration to 
Christian rule was an obligation laid by God upon Castile’s 
monarch.”4 In Ferdinand and Isabel’s day, the final goal of the 
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reconquest was commonly viewed as regaining Jerusalem. As long 
as the heart of Christendom was in the hands of the infidel, many 
believed the Christian Empire would not be complete.
 Although the concept of a universal Christian empire was just 
one of several understandings of empire at the end of the fifteenth 
century,5 it was of crucial importance in the dominant political 
discourse during the reign of Ferdinand and Isabel. The recon-
quest had been described for centuries in terms of Christendom’s 
fight against the heathen for universal rule. Ferdinand and Isabel’s 
final victory over the Moors in Granada in 1492 quickly became 
one of the seminal symbolic events of their reign; chroniclers 
declared that they were destined to expand their territory and 
conquer the infidel outside the peninsula. Many expressed the 
desire to conquer Africa. Before her death in 1504, Queen Isabel, 
in fact, stated in her will her desire that the Africa crusade be pur-
sued. Pope Alexander VI had approved of an African crusade in 
1494, but no action was taken for a decade, despite the prophecies 
and stories about it that had been circulating at court even before 
Granada was seized.6
 The idea of universal rule is complicit with both biblical and 
Roman traditions. Alfonso X (1221–84) contended that Spain was 
heir to the Roman Empire and would rule over the last world 
empire described in the book of Daniel. In doing so, Alfonso 
believed, Spain would fulfill Virgil’s prophecy that Rome was 
destined to rule the world.7 Alfonso based his claim to empire 
on the widespread belief in the translatio imperii (literally, the 
transfer of empire), according to which empires move through-
out history from east to west. He asserted that the imperial line-
age started with Jupiter, passed through Aeneas, Alexander the 
Great, and the Roman Caesars to the Holy Roman Emperors, 
Frederick I Barbarossa, and Frederick II, and then ended with 
himself. Spanish humanist Antonio de Nebrija also expressed the 
belief in translatio imperii, claiming in 1492 that Spain was heir to 
an empire that had successively moved westward. In the Spanish 
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context, added to this belief in the translatio imperii was a series 
of popular prophecies attributed to Merlin and the sibyls, which 
foretold of a final emperor who would defeat the Muslims, recap-
ture Jerusalem, and claim world dominion.8
 Queen Isabel possessed a compilation of these prophecies, 
in addition to Alfonso X’s histories. She promoted the image 
of herself and Ferdinand as the heirs who would fulfill Spain’s 
sacred destiny. Her doing so was not surprising; her predeces-
sors were proclaimed to have had this role as well. Liss stresses 
the common belief at the end of the fifteenth century in Spain’s 
future universal rule: “Against this extended background, the fall 
of Granada in 1492, along with the departure of the Jews and 
imperial expansion enabled by Columbus, could not but appear 
to confirm Spain as final world empire and ratify the messianic 
role of its rulers.”9
 Liss surmises in a footnote that an Italian like Columbus 
“could be so attuned to providentialist aspects of Isabeline ide-
ology and their scriptural associations” because he would have 
been exposed to a “common Western stockpile” of stories regard-
ing the imperial tradition.10 There was no doubt a common bank 
of ideas, beliefs, and legends about empire, and Columbus clearly 
tapped into this discourse. However, as I argue at the end of this 
chapter, although Columbus was particularly bold in interpret-
ing his enterprise according to the Spanish imperial tradition, he 
does not appear to have been knowledgeable about the translatio 
imperii tradition. Indeed, Columbus quotes Seneca’s Medea, a text 
whose imperial meanings were often exploited after Columbus’s 
death to promote imperial agendas, but he ignores the text’s 
allusions to empire. His appropriation of the imperial tradition 
largely honed in on its medieval aspects as they played out on 
the Spanish stage. This involved a set of beliefs tied conceptually 
to religion and imperial Rome as read through Alfonso X and 
patristic thinkers like Augustine and Isidore of Seville. I do not 
suggest that Columbus read their works—that is unlikely—but I 
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believe the manner in which he wrote about his enterprise con-
firms that he was well versed in a Spanish imperial discourse in 
which the notion of a universal Christian empire loomed large. 
To be sure, Columbus was no humanist, and there is no evidence 
to suggest that he saw his enterprise as it related to the translatio 
imperii in the manner that, for example, the Milanese humanist 
Peter Martyr did, as I discuss in Chapter 2.
Columbus’s Appropriation  
of Spanish Imperial Discourse
During the approximately seven years Columbus spent in Spain 
lobbying the Court to support his voyage, he appears to have 
listened attentively to popular narratives about Ferdinand and 
Isabel’s destiny as rulers who would, after their predicted victory 
over the Moors in the reconquest, lead a final crusade against 
Islam, win the Holy Land for Christendom, and establish a uni-
versal monarchy. Throughout his career at the Spanish court, 
starting with his earliest writings, Columbus consistently por-
trayed his enterprise as an integral part of this narrative, not as 
a mere commercial venture but as an extension of the victory at 
Granada and as a further step on the road to achieving universal 
Christian empire.
 Columbus was likely the first to interpret his enterprise as 
an extension of the reconquest, although it should be noted that 
this interpretation quickly became common. In fact, it was sanc-
tioned soon after Columbus’s return from the first voyage by no 
less than Pope Alexander VI whose bull Inter caetera ( 3 May 1493) 
granted Ferdinand and Isabel ecclesiastical jurisdiction over the 
newly discovered Indies.11 Inter caetera frames Columbus’s “dis-
covery” as an extension of the Spanish reconquest. It begins by 
reviewing the history of Ferdinand and Isabel’s crusade against 
the infidel. Judging the king and queen to be earnest in their pre-
vious battles against the barbarians and declaring them victorious 
in their seizure of Granada, the bull grants them the authority to 
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carry Christ beyond the bounds of the peninsula to the Indies. In 
other words, the reconquest of the peninsula and the conquest of 
the Indies are interpreted in this papal document as part of the 
same project, the former serving as the proving ground for the 
latter. Perhaps the most well-known formulation of this interpre-
tation was penned in the early 1540s by historian Francisco López 
de Gómara: “Conquests of the Indians began when conquests of 
the Moors had ended, so that Spaniards might always be at war 
with infidels.”12
 Modern scholars have continued to emphasize the connec-
tion between the reconquest and the conquest of the Indies—
and the sanctioning of Columbus’s voyage in particular. The 
venerable John Elliott, for example, writes: “The close coin-
cidence between the fall of Granada and the authorization of 
Columbus’s expedition would suggest that the latter was at once 
a thank-offering and an act of renewed dedication by Castile to 
the still unfinished task of war against the infidel.”13 As James 
Muldoon and Luis Weckmann have argued, there are more con-
tinuities between the medieval and early modern periods than 
are generally recognized.14 Spain’s conquest of the Americas is 
most accurately understood in relation to, not separate from, its 
recent (and not so recent) historical experience. The invasion of 
the New World was, in Elliott’s words, a “natural culmination 
of a dynamic and expansionist period in Castilian history which 
had begun long before.”15
 We would do well, however, to remember that in the first 
moments of the Columbian project—that is, before Columbus set 
sail in August 1492—there was no explicit or natural connection 
between it and the reconquest. If we assume that this connec-
tion existed since the very beginning of the venture, we risk miss-
ing the fact that it was Columbus who first rhetorically hitched 
his enterprise to the reconquest narrative. While it might have 
been an obvious association to make, the sovereigns clearly had 
not made it in 1492. That Columbus managed so skillfully to craft 
this association when, as Elliott observes, he “himself did not 
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belong to the tradition of the Reconquista,”16 points to his savvy 
as an observer of the Spanish political and rhetorical landscape. 
That he did so by emphasizing the contributions of his enterprise 
to the medieval notion of universal Christian empire illustrates 
Columbus’s medieval mindset. It was left to others, as I shall 
argue, to reinterpret Columbus’s connection to empire in a man-
ner that revealed the sensibilities of the early modern era.
 The Crown did not at first incorporate the Columbian enter-
prise within its overall strategy and political discourse about 
universal Christian empire. In fact, it likely rejected Columbus’s 
interpretation, which did incorporate the enterprise in this man-
ner when he first suggested it.17 According to the Capitulaciones 
signed by the king and queen in April 1492, Columbus’s enter-
prise was strictly a commercial venture that had nothing to do 
with either religious matters or territorial expansion.18 Although 
the formulaic introductory sentence of the Capitulaciones men-
tions “the help of God,” there is no further mention of God or 
religious matters in the text that follows. Zamora is puzzled by 
this omission in light of the religious charge of the dominant 
political discourse generated by the Crown: “Such silence,” she 
writes, “is quite perplexing given that these were the official docu-
ments by which the Reyes Católicos (Catholic Monarchs) autho-
rized an embassy to foreign lands. For according to medieval 
kingship theory, Christian kings were expected to be missionaries 
and crusaders on behalf of the Church, and this was precisely how 
Ferdinand and Isabella conceived and justified their actions in the 
reconquest of the Iberian Peninsula from the Moors.”19
 Based on the prediscovery documents generated by the 
Crown, it would appear that the sovereigns viewed Columbus’s 
venture as separate from their greater imperial strategy. 
Although the economic and the religious were never separate 
spheres—indeed, the quest for profit was justified by religious 
 arguments—Castile, Aragon, and Portugal had all been focusing 
on trade-building ventures before 1492.20 This is not to say that 
there was a lack of “missionary purpose” in Ferdinand and Isabel’s 
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sanctioning of maritime expansion,21 yet early on in the process of 
the conquest and colonization of the Indies, the desire to evange-
lize was not backed up in practice. The material interests of both 
Spain and Portugal appear to have outweighed their desire to pro-
mote the spiritual.22 As J. R. S. Phillips concludes, Spanish “mis-
sionary efforts lacked organization and vigor, and their expansion 
was essentially opportunistic; they looked for whatever might be 
found that would be profitable.”23
 In April 1492, when the sovereigns agreed to support 
Columbus, no one could have predicted the scope of Columbus’s 
discoveries or their importance in Ferdinand and Isabel’s reign. 
If this had been possible, the Capitulaciones surely would have 
been a different document. But let us not permit our reading of 
the past to be influenced by our knowledge of the outcome. The 
Crown had no reason to consider Columbus’s proposed voyage 
as integral to its overall mission. While it would be a mistake to 
conclude that the Crown considered Columbus’s project to be 
unimportant in April 1492, we can conclude that it was not inte-
gral to royal strategy or ideology, as had been the campaign to 
conquer Granada.
 It was Columbus who first portrayed his enterprise as some-
thing greater than a commercial venture, and it was Columbus 
who first used the language of the reconquest, a language which 
drew from the Spanish discourse of universal Christian empire, 
to describe his venture. We see this rhetorical strategy at work in 
the document that has long served as the prologue to the Diario. 
Here, Columbus virtually ignores the commercial purpose of his 
commission as laid out by the Capitulaciones and instead inter-
prets it as a logical continuation of the reconquest. The prologue 
was likely written with considerable care, as Columbus surely 
would have foreseen that it would be stored in royal archives. The 
notion of Columbus’s deliberateness is important because the 
most obvious rhetorical strategy of the prologue involves an erro-
neous chronology that is almost surely no mistake, given that its 
rhetorical effect is to link Columbus’s enterprise with the recent 
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victory over the Moors at Granada and the expulsion of the Jews. 
Columbus repeats several times the year 1492, asserting in one 
instance that the sovereigns decided to commission Columbus “in 
this present year 1492, after your Highnesses concluded the war 
with the Moors” and “after having expelled all the Jews from your 
kingdoms and possessions.”24 According to the prologue, the vic-
tory over the Moors, the expulsion of the Jews, and the decision to 
send Columbus to the Indies all occurred in Granada in January 
1492. In reality, Granada fell in January, the expulsion decree was 
signed in March before the sovereigns entered Granada, and 
the Capitulaciones were signed in April—not in Granada but in 
Santa Fe. Columbus’s inaccurate version of these events incorpo-
rates his enterprise into the narrative of the reconquest that cul-
minated in the final victory over the Moors and the expulsion of 
the Jews—a victory that was commonly interpreted as a neces-
sary step in the progression of Ferdinand and Isabel’s reign to 
universal, Christian dominion. As Milhou concludes, “The seizure 
of Granada, the expulsion of the Jews, and the political and mis-
sionary expedition to Cathay are presented in the prologue on the 
same plane as events of equal importance that all contribute to 
the extension and triumph of Christendom.”25
 An additional detail of the prologue that links Columbus’s 
project to the evangelical mission of the Catholic kings is its 
description of their reasons for supporting Columbus. While the 
first royal motive provided in the prologue conforms in spirit to 
the mercantile expectations of the Capitulaciones (“to see those 
princes and peoples and lands and their attitudes and everything 
else about them”), the second motive (“to take stock of how one 
could go about converting them to our holy faith”) adds an ele-
ment absent in the Capitulaciones: evangelization.26 According to 
the prologue, the sovereigns’ desire to commission Columbus is 
allegedly tied to their status as “Catholic Christians and princes 
who love the holy Christian faith and spread it, being enemies 
of the sect of Mohammed and of all idolatries and heresies.”27 
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The monarchs decided to support Columbus, the prologue states, 
after he informed them that the Gran Can of the Indies and his 
ancestors “many times . . . had sent to Rome for men learned in 
our holy faith who might instruct them in it (yet the Holy Father 
never provided them, letting so many people go to perdition 
through falling into idolatries and accepting sects which carry 
them to ruin).”28 Claiming that Ferdinand and Isabel respond to 
those seeking instruction in the faith and that the pope does not 
do so, Columbus brazenly insinuates that the Spanish sovereigns 
are more fit shepherds of Christendom than the pope himself.
 The Diario, the original log29 of Columbus’s first voyage, also 
describes the Columbian enterprise with the language of Spain’s 
religiously charged discourse of empire.30 A key passage from the 
Diario that depicts the voyage as more than a mere commercial 
venture is found in the entry dated 26 December 1492. In all of 
the writings attributed to Columbus, this passage probably con-
tains the earliest mention of the reconquest of Jerusalem:
The Admiral again writes that he hopes to God that when he 
returns from Castile, as he intend, he should find a barrel of 
gold obtained in trade by those he will leave there and that 
they should have found the gold mine and the spices in suffi-
cient quantity that within three years the Sovereigns could plan 
and carry out the conquest of the Holy Sepulcher, for, he says, “I 
swore to Your Highnesses that all profits from this enterprise of 
mine should be spent for the reconquest of Jerusalem, and Your 
Highnesses smiled and said it pleased You and that You had 
already harbored that desire.” 31
Jerusalem in this passage of the Diario is a crucial symbol in the 
Spanish narrative of universal Christian empire. Given the mean-
ing of Jerusalem in the rhetoric of contemporary Spain, the asser-
tion in the Diario (whether it is true or not) that Columbus had 
already urged the sovereigns to use the profits of his voyage to 
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finance a final crusade serves to incorporate it into the already cir-
culating discourse about Spain’s final crusade to Jerusalem.
 Columbus also interpreted his enterprise in religious terms 
and as part of the royal imperial mission in his 4 March 1493 let-
ter to Ferdinand and Isabel. The imperial frame in this letter is 
starkly absent in another letter that is often believed to be written 
by Columbus but is more likely a royally sanctioned revision of 
Columbus’s March 4 letter. According to Demetrio Ramos Pérez 
and Margarita Zamora, this second letter, addressed to Luis de 
Santángel and Gabriel Sánchez, was likely composed for purposes 
of propaganda.32
 If the March 4 letter is Columbus’s “original” letter and the 
Santángel/Sánchez letter is a royally sanctioned revision of that 
original, a comparison of the two letters suggests that the court 
was slow to agree with Columbus’s interpretation—what we 
might call his “imperial interpretation”—, even rejecting it imme-
diately after the discovery and before the court had devised a 
comprehensive public relations strategy. If we follow Zamora’s 
exhortation to consider as dialogic the documents generated by 
Columbus and the Crown, the Santángel/Sánchez revision of 
Columbus’s March 4 letter can be understood as a royal response 
to Columbus that rejected his interpretation of the project.33
 The majority of the March 4 letter addresses the mercan-
tile interests of the Crown, as specified in the Capitulaciones, by 
reporting on the fertility of the land and its general features, the 
mild nature of the natives, the plethora of good harbors, and how 
best to navigate the area. Several passages in the March 4 letter, 
however, construe the Columbian enterprise in terms of its contri-
bution to the preexisting royal imperial agenda. The first sentence 
of the letter, for example, is similar to the prologue of the Diario 
in that it represents Columbus’s voyage as an extension of the 
reconquest: “That eternal God who has given Your Highnesses so 
many victories now gave you the greatest one that to this day He 
has ever given any prince.”34 The reference to “so many victories” 
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already granted by God alludes to the reconquest, a series of mili-
tary victories that culminated in the seizure of Granada and the 
subsequent imposition of religious orthodoxy, both of which were 
interpreted as part of the narrative of consolidation of Christian 
empire. Columbus refers to his own voyage of discovery as “the 
greatest [victory],” of even greater importance than the victory at 
Granada. Columbus’s position as the protagonist in this transoce-
anic expansion of the reconquest is then emphasized by the fact 
that the next sentence begins with the first person pronoun “I” 
and that the same “I” is repeated twice more within that sentence. 
(“I come from the Indies with the armada Your Highnesses gave 
me, to which [place] I traveled in thirty-three days after I departed 
from your kingdoms.”35)
 Not only does the corresponding sentence in the Santángel/
Sánchez version de-emphasize the presence of Columbus 
(while  it contains several verbs conjugated in the first person, 
it contains only one first-person subject pronoun, “yo,” in the 
original Spanish), it also omits the allusion in the March 4 let-
ter to the reconquest, thus removing Columbus’s innovative 
“empire frame.” With a businesslike tone that characterizes the 
whole of the Santángel/Sánchez letter, the first line reads: “My 
Lord, since I know you will take delight in the great victory 
Our Lord granted me on my voyage, I am writing you this let-
ter, from which you will learn how in thirty-three days I went 
from the Canary Islands to the Indies.”36 While the discovery 
here is said to be a “great victory” given to Columbus by God, 
the deletion of the March 4 letter’s reference to the reconquest 
erases the link established in the original version between this 
“victory” made possible by Columbus and the imperial agenda 
of the Catholic kings.
 This is not the only instance when an allusion to the expan-
sion of Ferdinand and Isabel’s Christian Empire in the March 4 
letter is omitted in the royally sanctioned Santángel/Sánchez 
version. The March 4 letter contains the following passage 
28 The Legacy of Christopher Columbus in the Americas
(unfortunately damaged in the original document) about evan-
gelization that is absent from the Santángel/Sánchez letter: “But 
Our Lord, who is the light and strength of all those who seek to 
do good and makes them victorious in deeds that seem impossi-
ble, wished to ordain that I should find and was to find gold and 
mines and spicery and innumerable peoples  .  .  . numbers dis-
posed to become Christians and others so that Christians . . .”37 
Despite the lacunae in the original document, it is certain that 
the subject at hand is the conversion of the natives. This is the 
first mention of evangelization perhaps anywhere in Columbus’s 
writings. The description of the natives as “disposed to become 
Christians” toward the end of a phrase that begins by listing the 
specific goods that God wished Columbus to find in the Indies 
illustrates the manner in which the March 4 text discursively 
adds the religious interpretation to the commercial interpreta-
tion of the voyage that had been laid out by the Crown in the 
Capitulaciones. Although the anonymous editor of the Santángel/
Sánchez letter included a slightly modified version of the begin-
ning of the sentence (“the eternal God Our Lord, who gives to 
all who follow His ways victory in seemingly impossible under-
takings”38), this version omits the description found in the “origi-
nal” text of the natives as inclined to convert. The subject of 
evangelization thus appears of greater significance in the origi-
nal March  4 version. The omission of the reference to evange-
lization in the royally sanctioned Santángel/Sánchez version 
suggests that the royal editor, and perhaps the court itself, was 
not yet interpreting the Columbian project as part of the same 
royal agenda that had underwritten the reconquest.
 Also deleted from the letter to Santángel/Sánchez is the pas-
sage in the March 4 letter that most stridently incorporates the 
Columbian enterprise within the narrative of universal Christian 
empire. Here Columbus recommends using the proceeds of his 
discoveries to finance a crusade in order to wrest Jerusalem from 
Islamic control:
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I conclude here: that through the divine grace of He who is the 
origin of all good and virtuous things, who favors and gives vic-
tory to all those who walk in His path, that in seven years from 
today I will be able to pay Your Highnesses for five thousand 
cavalry and fifty thousand foot soldiers for the war and conquest 
of Jerusalem, for which purpose this enterprise was undertaken. 
And in another five years another five thousand cavalry and fifty 
thousand foot soldiers, which will total ten thousand cavalry and 
one hundred thousand foot soldiers; and all of this with very 
little investment now on Your Highnesses’ part in this beginning 
of the taking of the Indies and all that they contain, as I will 
tell Your Highnesses in person later. And I have reason for this 
[claim] and do not speak uncertainly, and one should not delay 
in it, as was the case with the execution of this enterprise, may 
God forgive whoever has been the cause of it.39
In this passage Columbus reinvents his enterprise as integral 
to Ferdinand and Isabel’s divinely sanctioned plan to regain 
the symbolic center of Christendom and establish an imperium 
sacrum. He even claims, contrary to the terms of the prediscovery 
documents generated by the Crown and despite a lack of evi-
dence elsewhere in his own writings, that such a religious cru-
sade was the original rationale for his voyage.40 Columbus later 
repeats this claim in his 1502 letter to Pope Alexander VI.41 In 
both of these instances, as well as in the prologue to the Diario, 
Columbus revises history and interprets his discoveries as part of 
the Catholic kings’ predestined drive to universal empire. In this 
way, Columbus granted his discoveries more significance than 
they had previously been granted by the Crown.
 The reason the royal editor of the Santángel/Sánchez ver-
sion deleted this passage is a matter of speculation. Obviously 
the court would not have appreciated Columbus’s bold admo-
nition that it should not dawdle with regard to the crusade to 
Jerusalem, as it had done with respect to his own voyage. Yet why 
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would the Santángel/Sánchez version not include Columbus’s 
reference to the Jerusalem crusade when this would have granted 
the discovery more gravitas given the importance of Jerusalem in 
the current ideology of reconquest and empire? Zamora conjec-
tures that “the Crown may have felt the commitment to evan-
gelization proclaimed in the letter was sufficient to ensure that 
the church would be well-disposed toward the enterprise without 
the additional, and much more costly, commitment to a campaign 
for the Holy Land.”42 It is true that the sovereigns had not yet 
petitioned the pope for a bull that would grant them dominion 
in the Indies. Perhaps they were hesitant to publicize Columbus’s 
voyage in this light, especially given that the right to the terri-
tories Columbus found had already been disputed by Portuguese 
King João II, who was preparing a fleet to find the Indies.43 Yet 
if one of the major purposes of the widespread publication of the 
Santángel/Sánchez letter was to pave the way for smooth negoti-
ations with the pope, as Ramos Pérez argues, this omission is puz-
zling.44 In effect, the royal editor’s deletion of the March 4 letter’s 
reference to Jerusalem served as a royal rejection of Columbus’s 
attempts to interpret his enterprise within the prevailing rhetoric 
of reconquest and imperial expansion by emphasizing its religious 
consequences.
 Another relevant passage that appears in the March 4 letter 
to Ferdinand and Isabel but not in the Santángel/Sánchez ver-
sion portrays the discoveries as a feat to be celebrated by “all of 
Christianity.” Its subtext emphasizes Columbus’s contributions to 
the aggrandizement of Christian empire:
Most powerful sovereigns: all of Christendom should hold great 
celebrations, and especially God’s Church, for the finding of such 
a multitude of such friendly peoples, which with very little effort 
will be converted to our Holy Faith, and so many lands filled 
with so many goods very necessary to us in which all Christians 
will have comfort and profits, all of which was unknown nor 
did anyone speak of it except in fables. Great rejoicing and 
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celebrations in the churches [damaged]  .  .  . Your Highnesses 
should order that [many] praises should be given to the Holy 
Trinity [damaged] your kingdoms and domains, because of the 
great love [the Holy Trinity?] has shown you, more than to any 
other prince.45
In previous passages of the March 4 text the religious interpreta-
tion is tacked on to the commercial. In these instances Columbus 
first complies in writing with the responsibilities assigned to him 
by the Capitulaciones, and only after that does he discuss religious 
matters that grant his enterprise greater significance. In the pas-
sage cited above, however, the religious interpretation appears 
first: Christendom should celebrate first because Columbus found 
so many pagans to convert and only secondly because he also 
found desirable material goods.
 The editor of the Santángel/Sánchez version maintained this 
order of the religious first and then the commercial second in the 
following key passage near the end of that letter:
In this way, then, Our Redeemer granted to our most illustri-
ous King and Queen and to their famous realms this victory in 
a matter of such great importance, for which all Christendom 
should rejoice and celebrate and give solemn thanks to our Holy 
Trinity with many solemn prayers for the great exaltation that 
will ensue from the addition of so many people to our holy faith 
and, besides, for the temporal goods, as not only Spain but all 
Christians will find in it respite and profit.46
This passage declares the significance of Columbus’s enter-
prise with regard to Christian empire. The exaltation, literally 
the expansion (enxalçamiento), of Christendom is granted more 
importance than the temporal benefits of the discovery by the 
phrase “and, besides,” in that Christendom “should rejoice and 
celebrate and give solemn thanks” first because so many pagans 
will turn to Christ, and only thereafter (y después) because of the 
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“temporal goods” that will result from the discoveries. This may be 
the first instance in which the Crown can be said to have leaned 
toward interpreting Columbus’s voyage according to the ideology 
of Christian empire that had propelled the reconquest and moti-
vated contemporary chroniclers to predict that Ferdinand and 
Isabel would continue their Christian conquests abroad after the 
fall of Granada.
 It was not until the Crown’s “instructions” to Columbus dated 
29 May 1493 that the sovereigns appear to adopt an interpretation 
of the Columbian enterprise similar to that which had been pro-
posed in Columbus’s March 4 letter, the prologue to the Diario, 
and the Diario itself. Their first “instruction” in the May 29 docu-
ment addressed to Columbus suggests that the king and queen 
now saw his venture as part of their greater imperial project:
Firstly, it hath pleased God, Our Lord, in His abundant mercy to 
reveal the said Islands and Mainland to the King and Queen, our 
Lords, by the diligence of the said Don Christopher Columbus, 
their Admiral, Viceroy and Governor thereof, who hath reported 
it to Their Highnesses that he know the people he found resid-
ing therein to be very ripe to be converted to our Holy Catholic 
Faith, since they have neither dogma nor doctrine; wherefore it 
hath pleased and greatly pleaseth Their Highnesses (since in all 
matters it is meet that their principal concern be for the service 
of God, Our Lord, and the enhancement of our Holy Catholic 
Faith); wherefore, desiring the augmentation and increase of our 
Holy Catholic Faith, Their Highnesses charge and direct the said 
Admiral, Viceroy and Governor that by all ways and means he 
strive and endeavor to win over the inhabitants of the said Islands 
and Mainland to be converted to our Holy Catholic Faith.47
According to this first royal “instruction” dictated to Columbus, 
the intention of the king and queen “in all matters,” that is with 
regard to the entire enterprise, is to promote “the service of God, 
Our Lord, and the enhancement (ensalzamiento) of our Holy 
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Catholic Faith.” That this differs significantly from the tenor and 
content of the Capitulaciones is surely no coincidence. Alexander 
VI had just issued the 4 May bull charging the Catholic kings 
with the responsibility of converting the inhabitants of these new 
lands. Morison notes that the Inter caetera was sent from Rome 
“to Spain on May 17, and doubtless arrived before the end of 
the month.”48 It is in this context that the sovereigns, in these 
instructions dated 29 May, attribute their pleasure first and fore-
most to the fact that the inhabitants of the discovered lands are 
disposed to convert. And because the sovereigns wish for the 
“augmentation and increase of Our Holy Catholic Faith,” they 
authorize Columbus in this document to take whatever measures 
necessary to convert the foreign peoples he encounters. This first 
of eighteen instructions establishes evangelization as the high-
est priority of the Crown with regard to Columbus’s project. It 
is worth noting, however, that only five clerics (out of a total of 
approximately twelve hundred people) accompanied Columbus 
on the second voyage to the Indies, a number that suggests that 
the sovereigns did not yet fully back up with concrete action 
their royal rhetoric about the high priority they now granted to 
evangelization.
 Not only was Columbus the first to interpret his enterprise 
in religious terms, he was also keen to point out the vastness of 
the territory he had discovered.49 Territorial expansion, of course, 
was an essential component of the royal agenda during the 
reconquest and a requirement for achieving universal Christian 
empire. While others were encouraging the sovereigns to con-
tinue the reconquest by invading Africa or the Levant, Columbus 
was merely redirecting westward (or, according to Nicolás Wey 
Gómez, southward 50) the arrow on the map that pointed to the 
territory to be incorporated into the empire. In a 1495 letter writ-
ten to the sovereigns, Columbus suggests that he has discovered 
the last of the ecumene that had been previously unknown to 
Europe. Thus he names the easternmost point of Cuba (which 
he called Juana), Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end. 
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Between this point and the western-most point of Spain, he 
states, “is contained all the peoples of the world,”51 a bold claim 
if one is thinking in terms of universal dominion. Already in a 
letter dated January 1494, Columbus had promised the king and 
queen continual territorial expansion: “every year,” he states, “we 
shall be able to significantly enlarge the map, because new dis-
coveries will continue to take place.” 52 In this same letter, he also 
stresses the great size of the territory he has discovered, as in 
his letter to the sovereigns regarding the third voyage, where he 
writes, “I believe that this land that Your Highnesses have caused 
to be discovered is huge and that there are many more to the 
south.” 53 Several passages in his writings dating from the third 
voyage and after declare that he has made possible unprecedented 
territorial expansion, the kind never seen by any of the previ-
ous Spanish princes, none of whom, he is sure to point out, had 
ever gained territory outside the peninsula.54 In 1501, Columbus 
assures Queen Isabel, “I am inclined with all of my senses to give 
you rest and happiness and to increase your realms.” 55
 In several instances Columbus compares the territory he won 
for Castile to that of the Greek and Roman Empires, the para-
digmatic empires with which Columbus conceptually competes.56 
Attempting to transcend the classical empires of the past, he 
defends his venture to the king and queen and against his critics, 
writing: “I call on he who has read the histories of the Greeks and 
Romans to testify if with so little effort they enlarged so much 
their territory as now Your Highnesses have enlarged the terri-
tory of Spain with the Indies.”57 In another instance, Columbus 
insinuates that because of his efforts, the Catholic kings are 
achieving what the Romans and the Greeks only strived to do: “I 
had read that the lords of Castile had never gained lands outside 
Castile itself, and that this was another world, the one for which 
the Romans, Alexander and the Greeks strove to gain.”58 It is in 
accordance with this line of thinking that Columbus characterizes 
his journals that he kept about his voyages as being “in the form 
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and style of Caesar’s Commentaries.”59 On the surface, this com-
parison refers to the straightforward, unembellished literary style 
for which Augustus’s work was known. On a deeper level, how-
ever, the comparison suggests that Columbus was expanding the 
empire of Castile just as Julius Caesar had done for Rome.
 When Columbus came under increased scrutiny for his mal-
administration of Spanish settlements in the Indies, he did not 
waiver in his interpretation of his enterprise in terms of its con-
tribution to the attainment of universal Christian empire. The 
tenor of his rhetoric, however, intensified as he began to appropri-
ate the prophetic and then the apocalyptic tradition.60 Before the 
third voyage (1498–1500), as I have shown, Columbus described 
his project as an extension of the imperial mission of the Catholic 
kings who had underwritten the reconquest. He placed his con-
quests in the Indies on the same ideological level as the conquest 
of Granada. As the challenge to his privileges and status grew, he 
escalated the rhetoric he used to describe his venture by resorting 
to the prophetic tradition, which was well known in Columbus’s 
day and had been used by many to interpret the reconquest. 
Based on the common belief that biblical prophecies would nec-
essarily be fulfilled before the end of time, Columbus began in 
his 1498 relation to the king and queen about his third voyage to 
argue that his discoveries played a crucial role in the unfolding of 
God’s divine plan: they were the fulfillment of biblical prophecies 
regarding the conversion to Christianity of all the peoples of the 
earth, who would also be incorporated into the Christian Empire.
 It is in the Book of Prophecies—compiled after Columbus 
had been arrested on Hispaniola in October 1500 and forcibly 
returned to Spain in chains—where this strategy of representa-
tion reaches an extreme. The original title provided by Gaspar 
Gorricio, the Carthusian monk who helped draft the document, 
differs from the collection’s current title (provided by Columbus’s 
son Ferdinand) and clearly points to the argument at the heart of 
the document—Columbus’s discoveries had been prophesied and 
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are, therefore, part of God’s divine plan: “Book or collection of 
auctoritates (authoritative writings), sayings, opinions, and proph-
ecies concerning the need to recover the Holy City and Mount 
Zion, and the finding and conversion of the islands of the Indies 
and of all people and nations.” 61 As Gorricio’s title suggests, the 
Book of Prophecies is a reprisal of many of the themes that are pres-
ent in Columbus’s earlier writings, including the final crusade 
to conquer Jerusalem. According to one of the prophecies cited 
in the book, “someone from Spain would recover the wealth of 
Zion.”62 That Columbus felt this prophecy was important for his 
self-representation is clear in his repetition of it not only in his 
1503 letter to the sovereigns written from Jamaica, but also at the 
end of his letter that appears to have been meant to introduce 
them to the Book of Prophecies, where he reminds them that “the 
Calabrian abbot Joachim said that whoever was to rebuild the 
temple on Mount Zion would come from Spain.” 63
 Columbus’s self-portrayals as Christ-bearer, promoted by his 
signing letters “Χρο ferens” (Christ-bearer) after he returned 
to Spain from his third voyage, overlapped toward the end of 
his career with his self-portrayals as a martyr for the empire of 
Christendom. With increasing clarity, he represented himself 
as a victim of his high ideals and the ingratitude of Spaniards.64 
Only God, in Columbus’s ultimate rendering, understands the 
cost Columbus paid to give an overseas empire to the Crown of 
Castile. It is in this sense that Columbus cast himself as a martyr. 
I return to this later, as this self-fashioning was the basis of the 
so-called “Columbian legend,” which was taken up by Spanish 
American revolutionaries who eventually advocated indepen-
dence from Spain. For now, we note that Columbus’s long list of 
complaints began with his unfair treatment in the Spanish court 
by those who doubted his plan. For example, in what Consuelo 
Varela labels a “fragment of a piece of writing in the Log Book,”65 
apparently written after his discovery, Columbus first mentions 
his “toils and perils” and then says, “May it please God that the 
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detractors of my honour may be abased, who with so much dis-
honesty and malice have made a mockery of me and defamed my 
enterprise without knowing either my statements or what advan-
tages and increase of dominion would accrue to their Majesties.”66 
This kind of complaint, which appears in many of Columbus’s 
subsequent writings, emphasizes both Columbus’s loyalty to the 
Crown, something that had always been subject to question by 
many Spaniards because he was a foreigner, as well as his dedica-
tion to expanding the Crown’s empire.
 He complains with increasingly frequency about the character 
of the Spanish colonists, whom he views as greedy and immoral 
and who do not, as he does, sincerely support the imperial proj-
ect of the Catholic kings (i.e., the expansion of Christendom).67 
As early as January 1494, in the report to the king and queen that 
he sent back to Spain with Antonio Torres, Columbus requested 
that Torres, on his behalf, ask them to more carefully select colo-
nists: “Tell Their Highnesses, entreating them as humbly as pos-
sible on my account, to have the goodness to consider . . . that for 
the peace and tranquility and harmony of the people here they 
appoint in their service people who get along with one another 
and who value more the reason for which they were sent than 
their own personal interests.”68 Columbus draws a stark contrast 
between these disloyal settlers and himself, beginning this report 
by emphasizing his own loyalty to the Crown. Here, he calls 
Ferdinand and Isabel “my natural sovereigns, in whose service 
I wish to end my days.”69 In contrast, he portrays the Spaniards 
who come to the Indies as disloyal. For example, in his letter to 
Doña Juana de la Torre, he describes them as a “dissolute people, 
who have no fear of God or of their king and queen, and who 
are full of folly and malice.”70 The “maintenance of justice and 
the extension of the [dominions] of [Your] Highnesses,” he com-
plains, “up to now has brought me to the depth.”71 He also claims 
in this letter that the Spaniards in Spain, including those at court, 
misunderstand him. “If I had violently seized the Indies or the 
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land made holy because in it there is today the fame of the altar 
of St. Peter, and had given them to the Moors, they could not 
have shown greater enmity towards me in Spain. Who would 
believe such a thing of a land where there has always been so 
great nobility?” 72 Columbus argues that instead of seeing him as 
having conquered a foreign people and established an empire in 
the tradition of the great imperial conquerors of Rome, Spaniards 
see him as a small-time governor of a foreign province.73 In what 
Varela thinks is likely a draft of a letter to the members of the 
Council of Castile, Columbus’s thoughts on this point are at their 
sharpest:
I have lost (in these labours) my youth and the part of these 
things which belongs to me, and likewise the honours; but it 
should not be [so] outside of Castile where my deeds shall be 
judged, and I shall be judged, as a Captain who went to conquer 
from Spain to the Indies and not as a governor of a city or of a 
people already under government, but to place under the sover-
eignty of Their Majesties a people savage, warlike and who live 
among the hills and mountains.74
We note the contrast Columbus draws between how he is per-
ceived in Spain and how he will be perceived outside of Spain. 
Many American appropriations of Columbus in the late eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth centuries echo this accusation that 
Spain was unjust toward the admiral.
Columbus’s Allusions to Seneca’s Medea
Although Columbus consistently portrayed himself throughout 
his career as a figure of empire, no evidence in his writings sug-
gests that he had read or was deeply knowledgeable about the 
work of authors who articulated the Western tradition of trans-
latio imperii et studii. Columbus’s allusions to empire appear 
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to result from his intuitive apprehension of a popular discourse 
about empire, as opposed to his conscious desire to invoke this 
tradition.
 An analysis of Columbus’s allusions to Seneca’s tragedy Medea 
supports this point. Although the Medea is replete with allusions 
to empire in its relation of the myth of Jason and the Argonauts, 
allusions which were later exploited for political purposes in the 
royal courts of Europe, Columbus’s use of the Medea is devoid of 
any imperial dimension.75
 Here it is appropriate to provide some background about the 
Medea story and how it later played into imperial discourse in 
Spain. According to the Argonautic legend, Jason and his crew 
sacked Troy on their way to Colchis, where they would retrieve 
the Golden Fleece. Virgil incorporated this story about the first 
destruction of Troy into the Aeneid, the canonical foundation 
story of Rome, rendering it a necessary precursor to the second 
destruction of Troy, the event that spurred Aeneas to leave that 
city and fulfill his destiny by founding Rome. In Virgil’s recast-
ing, Jason becomes the precursor of Aeneas, and his return with 
the Golden Fleece serves as a model for Aeneas’s journey to 
Rome with the Penates.76 The Fleece that Jason seeks to recap-
ture in the original story is eventually Christianized,77 and dur-
ing the Crusades it becomes a metaphor for the recapture of 
Jerusalem. In 1429 Philip the Good of Burgundy formed the 
Order of the Golden Fleece. Philip’s goal, Tanner writes, was “to 
unite the flower of knighthood under his leadership for a cru-
sade to Jerusalem to defeat the Turks and recapture the Holy 
Sepulchre. The duke identified his crusading objectives with the 
capture of the Golden Fleece that had been accomplished by 
his mythic ancestors.” 78 The Hapsburg Kings Charles V and his 
son Philip II, both of whom inherited sovereignty of the Order 
and incorporated an image of the Golden Fleece in their per-
sonal devices, relied heavily on Argonautic imagery in justifying 
their Trojan ancestry and their aspirations to the title of Holy 
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Roman Emperor. Furthermore, both Charles and Philip impli-
cated Columbus in their versions of the pre-existing Argonautic 
legend. They portrayed Columbus as the new Argonaut, pre-
dicted in Seneca’s Medea, who expanded their empire to the New 
World. Philip ordered that a portrait of Columbus, along with 
scenes of Jason’s journey, be painted on a ship he named the Argo, 
which was built to lead the ships of the Christian alliance against 
the Turks in the 1571 Battle of Lepanto. The ship and the story it 
told provided Philip with an opportunity to articulate what he 
viewed as his right to the translatio imperii.
 But Columbus’s citations of Seneca’s Medea ignore the 
imperial dimension of the text. The passage in the Medea that 
Columbus alludes to in three separate cases is found at the end of 
Seneca’s second chorus (375–79):
Venient annis saecula seris,
quibus Oceanus vincula rerum
laxet, et ingens pateat tellus,
Tethysque novos detegat orbes
nec sit terris ultima Thule.
(There will come an epoch late in time
when the Ocean will loosen the bonds of the world
and the earth lie open in its vastness,
when Tethys will disclose new worlds
and Thule not be the farthest of lands.)79
In the Book of Prophecies, in a hand that is believed to be that of 
Columbus, the lines above are quoted in a slightly modified ver-
sion.80 Most notably, “Tethysque” appears as “Tiphysque,” as it 
does in the 1491 edition of Seneca’s tragedies published in Lyon 
that Columbus possessed. The protagonist in the version that 
Columbus cites is not Mother Ocean (“Tethys”), but Tiphys, the 
pilot of the legendary Argonaut, Jason. James Romm calls this 
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“a fortuitous and significant corruption in the Senecan text.”81 
Diskin Clay observes that “Tethysque is the right reading, but, for 
the Age of Discovery, Tiphys (or Tiphis) was the only reading pos-
sible, for it was not Tethys who was destined to reveal new worlds 
beyond Thule but Tiphys, the navigator of Jason, audax Tiphys 
(Medea 345), Tiphys, in primis domitor profundi (Medea 617).”82 
Columbus’s gloss in the Book of Prophecies of the quote from the 
Medea suggests that his discoveries have fulfilled Seneca’s proph-
ecy: “During the last years of the world, the time will come in 
which the Ocean sea will loosen the bounds and a large landmass 
will appear. A new sailor like the one named Tiphys, who was the 
guide of Jason, will discover a new world, and then Thule will no 
longer be the most remote land.”83
 Columbus also refers to Seneca’s Medea in the letter he 
wrote in 1503 to the sovereigns about his fourth voyage. Here 
Columbus describes how he, about to be shipwrecked and des-
perate for help, heard a voice that consoled him as he slept. 
It said:
O fool, O man slow to believe in and serve God . . . what more 
did He do for Moses or David, His servants? From birth He 
always took great care of you; when He saw you were of an 
age that seemed right to him, He caused your name to resound 
marvelously throughout the world. The Indies  .  .  . He gave to 
you.  .  .  . To you He gave the keys to open the barriers of the Ocean 
Sea, which were closed with such strong chains.84
 Columbus’s allusions to the Medea help Columbus cast him-
self as the “new sailor,” predicted in the 1491 edition of the Medea 
to break the bonds of the Ocean and “discover a new world.” 
Rusconi explains that “Columbus was looking for any type of 
prediction, even in classical texts, that could conceivably refer to 
him; for this reason he had turned even to Seneca’s Medea, which 
perhaps had seemed to him to be an account of a sea voyage 
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toward unknown Asia.” 85 Romm emphasizes the heroic nature 
of Columbus’s self-characterization via his allusions to Seneca: 
“Columbus derived from the passage not only a prediction of new 
discoveries but a celebration of the single, heroic individual who 
would reveal them.” 86 Yet it is clear that Columbus did not view 
the mariner pilot in Seneca’s tragedy as anything other than one 
who broke the “chains” of the ocean and discovered lands pre-
viously unknown to Europeans by crossing it. For Columbus, it 
would seem, this was magnificent enough.
 Columbus did not appear to interpret Seneca’s Medea as part 
of the Western canonical narrative of empire. We would, in fact, 
be surprised if he saw the Argonautic myth in this light because, 
although Columbus’s education has been disputed by some, 
most scholars believe that he was self-taught. He likely did not 
read the major texts of the humanist tradition. It is uncertain 
how Columbus came across the Medea, yet it appears that he 
simply interpreted this passage as a prediction regarding future 
ocean exploration. He did not appear to relate it to Virgil’s leg-
endary account of Rome and the Western narrative of translatio 
imperii. It was left to others, like those considered in subsequent 
chapters of this book, to make these connections. As we shall 
see, even in the nineteenth century, Seneca’s Medea was still 
being quoted by the likes of Washington Irving, whose biog-
raphy of Columbus begins with an epigraph quoting the lines 
from the Medea discussed here.
 David Brading has noted the distinction “between the con-
querors and explorers of the Indies, men more conversant with 
medieval romances than with the classics, and the humanists who 
penned the accounts which caught the imagination of the edu-
cated classes in Europe.” 87 Brading’s description of conquerors 
and explorers clearly applies to Columbus. He appropriated the 
imperial discourse that circulated in Spain to describe his enter-
prise without acknowledging the pre-existing secular imperial 
tradition. Rather, he relied on the imperial ideas of Catholicism, 
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the same ideals that had inspired the Crusades. Columbus, a savvy 
observer of the political scene in Spain, well knew that using this 
contemporary imperial discourse to describe himself and his 
enterprise would enhance his image and status in Spain. And 
hence he portrayed himself consistently throughout his career as a 
servant of the universal Christian empire of the Catholic kings.
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The Incorporation of Columbus 
into the Story of Western Empire
The West’s Model Narrative 
of Transl aTio iMperii
Woodcuts of Columbus’s ships illustrate the 1493 Basle edition of 
Columbus’s popular “Letter on the Discovery.” Nine years later, 
these same woodcuts were reused to illustrate not a text written 
by or about Columbus, but a popular edition of Virgil’s works, 
first published by Sebastian Brant at Strasbourg and then reissued 
in Paris, Lyon, and Venice. Brant, a German humanist poet and 
professor of jurisprudence, was committed to popularizing the 
works of classical authors. Long ago in 1928, Anna Cox Brinton 
suggested that Brant’s desire to promote the classics explains his 
use of a visual reference to Columbus’s voyage of discovery, a con-
temporary legend that had inspired so many. “The extraordinary 
liveliness of the pictures,” noted Brinton, “convinces us that to 
Brant’s mind at least Aeneas’ voyage was not so much an item 
of academic interest, as it was a vivid fact of the ancient world 
comparable only to Columbus’ voyage, which was so vivid a fact 
of contemporary experience.”1 Brinton further explained the 
Aeneas/Columbus analogy:
Men looked back through the centuries to Aeneas’ westward 
journey with eyes aglow with the vision of the future that was 
opened before them by contemporary navigators. The same land 
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that had risen from small beginnings of Trojan colonization to 
dominate the Old World was now sending its seamen to explore 
the New World. The “grave and pious” Columbus was the typi-
cal Renaissance discoverer as Aeneas had been the voyager par 
excellence of all antiquity.2
Because Brant’s edition of Virgil went through several editions, 
the woodcuts of Columbus’s ships “dominated Virgil illustration 
for the first half of the sixteenth century.”3 In other words, for sev-
eral decades, readers of Virgil commonly viewed Columbus’s ships 
as they contemplated the imperialist ideology espoused in the 
Aeneid. David Scott Wilson-Okamura observes that the mean-
ing of this kind of “quotation” of a Columbian ship in a Virgilian 
text “would have given the Aeneas/Columbus analogy that [these 
woodcuts] encoded a certain currency: as Aeneas colonized Italy, 
so his descendants were now colonizing the New World.”4
 The example of Brant’s appropriation of the previously used 
woodcuts of Columbus’s ships to illustrate his edition of Virgil 
suggests how Columbus—as a symbol of Spain’s (and Europe’s) 
conquest of the New World—was quickly incorporated into the 
dominant Western narrative of colonization and empire building. 
This narrative, the definitive version of which is Virgil’s Aeneid, 
tells the story of the westward movement of empire and of Trojan 
descent, the Trojans being viewed in the Western tradition as par-
adigmatic conquerors and civilizers, the builders of the world’s 
most prestigious empire, Rome.
 The narrative of translatio imperii et studii defined in the 
Western world what “civilization” was, as well as who was civi-
lized (and who wasn’t).5 Those who claimed to be “civilized” were 
invariably more powerful: they occupied the position of the nar-
rating subject and imposed their culture, as well as their stories, 
on others. Such a dominant culture inevitably requires at least one 
large metropolitan center whose residents depend on an effective 
system of intensive agricultural production. The word “civilization” 
is derived from the Latin civitas, or “city,” and civis, a “citizen” or 
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“resident” of a city. In his book The Founding Legend of Western 
Civilization, Richard Waswo reminds us that the city was only 
made possible when conditions allowed for a surplus in food pro-
duction. Only then could some residents be freed from tilling 
the land in order to work in non-agricultural sectors. A sufficient 
surplus in agricultural production allowed for the production of 
music, visual art, and literature. The very word “culture” reflects 
the dependence of its reference on agriculture: the word is derived 
from the Latin verb “to cultivate” (colo, cultum). Settled agricul-
tural communities that produce enough surplus food have been, 
in the dominant view of the West, “civilized” (their inhabitants 
live in cities) and seen to produce a “high” culture. By contrast, 
according to this definition, nomadic communities that hunt and 
gather instead of till the land, or even communities that engage in 
small-scale subsistence agricultural production, are “savage.” This 
definition of savage people as “cultureless,” writes Waswo, “was the 
fiction that enabled both ancient and modern colonialism to pro-
ceed in fact as the transmission of empire and learning (translatio 
imperii et studii), of domination and tutelage, that came largely to 
constitute the modern history of the world.”6
 The paradigmatic articulation of the western transfer of “civi-
lization,” “high” culture, and political power is Virgil’s Aeneid. The 
epic follows Aeneas, who is destined to found Rome, as he escapes 
a Troy invaded by Greeks (to whom the Trojans are related, a fic-
tion that conveniently helped to legitimize the Roman appro-
priation of the Greek past). Bringing his household gods, father, 
and son, he leads a group of Trojans as they journey around the 
Mediterranean in search of the land they are fated to settle. After 
arriving in Latium, Aeneas conquers the local population as the 
gods prophesied. The act of conquering is by no means unimport-
ant. Rather, it relates to the underbelly of civilization: its required 
and continual forceful transmission. Civilization, according to 
the translatio imperii et studii myth, comes from elsewhere, from 
the east in Troy in Virgil’s definitive version of the myth; it must 
be transmitted and imposed. New land must be conquered; new 
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cities must be built. Virgil’s epic hero, “Aeneas is not just one 
utterly superlative individual; he is a culture, a whole civilization 
and its empire. He is the means of transplanting, securing, and 
extending it; that means is war.” 7 Aeneas fulfills his destiny: to 
impose (by act of war) his gods, people, and culture on Latium 
so that his descendants can found Rome, which Jupiter promises 
in the Aeneid will be an “Empire without end.” 8 The Aeneid dis-
tinctly links the imposition of one society’s culture over another’s 
with the abstract concept of empire.
 The Aeneid has long been the West’s paradigmatic narrative 
of translatio imperii. In Epic and Empire, David Quint has shown 
how Virgil’s epic, which itself was produced to legitimize the rule 
of Augustus, set the mold for future centuries with regard to the 
stock narrative of ascendance told by the winners of political and 
military conquests. In this sense, it is helpful to remember that 
Virgil models imperial discourse, the story an empire tells about 
itself and its dominion, and does not necessarily prescribe a recipe 
for the actual political entity of empire. The Aeneid is the “trium-
phalist narrative of empire” that writes a closed history (mean-
ing that its teleology is already determined) of the empire from 
the perspective of history’s winners as opposed to its losers.9 
Donna Hamilton’s description of the Aeneid as “a colonizing text” 
is relevant in this regard: “Indeed [it is] the archetypical coloniz-
ing text of all time. . . . No other work has been more important 
to the process by which the West has naturalized the concept of 
colonization; its narrative of a great destiny to be fulfilled in the 
founding of Rome has offered itself to all of Western culture as a 
paradigm for the expansion and transmission of culture and ide-
ology from one place to another.”10
 Similarly, Craig Kallendorf argues that for centuries the 
Aeneid provided the discursive model of authority and impe-
rial power. He writes, “As cultural power moved from one cen-
ter to the next, political authority continued to rest on explicitly 
Virgilian foundations.” Kallendorf provides a number of historical 
examples that illustrate how rulers explicitly invoked the Aeneid 
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in their attempts to justify their rule, including Charlemagne’s 
assumption of the Virgilian epithet of pius (pious) and the 
Spanish Hapsburg’s frequent proclamations that they were  the 
descendants of Aeneas. Philip II, for example, ordered that 
the  phrase from the Aeneid, “imperium sine fine dedi” (I have 
established an empire without end, Aen. 1.279) be inscribed on his 
funeral catafalque.11 These examples indicate that Virgil’s Aeneid 
has long been the West’s paradigmatic narrative of the translatio 
imperii.
 In this context, then, Brant’s use of the woodcuts of Columbus’s 
ships in his edition of Virgil’s works is evidence that Columbus 
was inserted as early as the sixteenth century in this dominant 
narrative of the westward transmission of power and culture. 
Columbus was, in fact, quite a good fit in this narrative: as his 
own self-representations consistently emphasized, he was an 
emblematic figure of empire. He was the first to plant the flag 
of Christian princes in the New World, to proclaim his faith, 
and to build a city there. He was the first, in effect, to “civilize” 
the Amerindians. In fact, the manner in which he himself rep-
resented the natives of the New World as “a people savage, war-
like and who live among the hills and mountains”12 (i.e., who 
do not have large-scale agricultural production) exactly reflects 
the Western mindset that undergirds imperial expansion. He 
himself emphasized how he had expanded the Christian Empire 
of the Catholic kings and how he was the first bringer of its 
culture (“civilization”) to a savage world. Others continued this 
portrayal of Columbus. Indeed, the manner in which the fig-
ure of Columbus has been represented through the centuries has 
much to do with this underlying narrative about conquest and 
empire building.
Peter Martyr’s Columbus
The first writer to insert Columbus in this pre-existing story 
of translatio imperii was the Milanese humanist Peter Martyr 
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d’Anghiera (1457–1526).13 Martyr was one of the most important 
representatives of Renaissance humanism living in Spain dur-
ing the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries.14 At the age 
of twenty, he moved to Rome, where he circulated among the 
elite, enjoying the patronage of cardinals Arcimboldi and Sforza, 
and he consolidated his intellectual and cultural foundations in 
the humanist tradition, studying with the renowned Pomponius 
 Laetus. In 1486 Martyr met the Count of Tendilla, Iñigo López 
de Mendoza, “the most illustrious figure of Castilian letters of the 
fifteenth century,”15 who had been sent to Rome by Ferdinand 
and Isabel to officially pledge their obedience to the pope and 
to negotiate peace between the papacy and the king of Naples. 
After Martyr wrote a poem extolling the count’s successes, the 
latter invited Martyr to return to Spain with him in the capacity 
of a man of letters. To the dismay of Martyr’s friends and patrons, 
he accepted the invitation, later explaining in a letter to Ascanio 
Sforza that his future in Spain was more promising than in Italy, 
where success depended on noble rank, and political calamity was 
imminent.
 It is commonly believed that Martyr met Columbus, with 
whom Martyr wrote he was “tied in close friendship,”16 at the 
royal encampment outside of Granada. Both men witnessed on 
2 January 1492 the sovereigns’ triumphant entrance into Granada 
after it had fallen in the last battle of the Spanish reconquest of 
Moorish territory. Shortly after being ordained and nominated in 
March to the post of canon at the cathedral of Granada, Martyr 
sought and received an invitation to be called back to serve at 
court. He remained at the court until his death in 1526 during the 
reign of Carlos V. Martyr assumed a variety of occupations in the 
course of his career as royal courtier, including those of professor, 
royal historiographer, special ambassador, member of the Council 
of the Indies, and advisor on political and family matters.
 Martyr was the first historiographer to write about Columbus 
and to recognize the significance of the first Columbian voyage 
by coining the term “New World.” His eight-volume account of 
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Spain’s “discoveries” in the Americas, the Decades de Orbe Novo 
that he began writing in 1493, was a primary source of informa-
tion for Europeans about the Western hemisphere. Martyr’s 
Decades were printed in nineteen editions, in Latin and seven ver-
nacular languages, from 1504 t0 1563.17 It was also used as a pri-
mary source for many others who wrote about Spain’s activities in 
the New World. The Decades became, in Kirkpatrick Sale’s words, 
“the centerpiece” of a variety of other influential books about the 
New World, including those written by Montalboddo, Grynaeus, 
Münster, Ramusio, Eden, and Hakluyt.18 The list of authors who 
used Martyr as a source also includes Columbus’s son Ferdinand 
Columbus, Bartolomé de las Casas, and Antonio de Herrera, who 
in turn were used as sources by scores of future writers, including 
William Robertson (History of America [1777]) and Washington 
Irving, whose extremely popular Life and Voyages of Christopher 
Columbus (1828) was the first extensive biography of Columbus 
written in English.
 My point in mentioning this diverse list of authors who used 
Martyr’s Decades as a primary source is to suggest that his text 
was instrumental in framing the dominant, long-lasting discourse 
about Columbus as a figure of empire. Martyr’s representations 
of Columbus in books 1–3 of the first of his eight Decades de Orbe 
Novo are mediated by the translatio imperii legend and its narra-
tive par excellence, the Aeneid. His earliest portrayals of Columbus 
are of a neo-Aeneas forging an empire for Spain in the New 
World. In this way, Martyr followed the Roman and Virgilian 
model of the epic narration of the establishment of empire just as 
Spain itself followed the Roman model of colonization.
 In book 2 of Decade 1 Martyr compares Columbus and 
Aeneas. Here he juxtaposes the experience of Columbus and that 
of Aeneas as they arrive at the site of future empire: “Our people 
found that there were several kings there, some more power-
ful than others, just as we read that the mythical Aeneas found 
Latium divided among the kingdoms of Latinus, Mezentius, 
Turnus, and Tarchon, separated by narrow borders, with the 
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remaining territories distributed among tyrants of the same 
type.”19 Comparing the reality encountered by Columbus and 
that encountered by Aeneas, Martyr suggests that the two men 
both brought their cultures westward to colonize foreign terri-
tories previously ruled by many divided kingdoms. The corollary 
of this comparison, of course, is the prediction that Columbus 
will defeat and then impose order and unity on these people as 
he establishes his settlement. Both Aeneas and Columbus estab-
lished empires in territory that had once been home to many 
divided kingdoms.
 Book 1 ends with an unambiguous depiction of Columbus 
in the mode of Aeneas, the paradigmatic culture-bringer and 
founder of an empire. Martyr describes Columbus’s preparations 
for a second voyage, enumerating the objects deemed necessary 
for starting a colony and conveying the magnitude of Columbus’s 
project to found a city for Spain across the sea: “The Admiral 
also procured mares, sheep, cows and many other female animals 
with males of the same species for procreation; legumes, wheat, 
barley and other similar products, not only for eating but also 
for sowing.”20 Clearly, Martyr implies, Columbus is spearhead-
ing the effort to reproduce European culture and its patterns of 
settled agriculture in a new land. In this same section at the end 
of book 1, Columbus also orders that tradesmen bring “all the 
tools needed for their craft and, in addition, all the implements 
useful for the founding of a city in foreign lands.”21 The phrase 
“for the founding of a city in foreign lands,” with the verb condere 
(to build, found, or settle), would remind Martyr’s contemporary 
reader of Aeneas’s destiny, made clear in the famous first lines of 
the Aeneid:
Wars and a man I sing—an exile driven on by Fate,
he was the first to flee the coast of Troy,
destined to reach Lavinian shores and Italian soil,
yet many blows he took on land and sea from the gods above—
thanks to cruel Juno’s relentless rage—and many losses
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he bore in battle too, before he could found a city (conderet urbem),
bring his gods to Latium, source of the Latin race,
the Alban lords and the high walls of Rome.22
In a discussion that also cites the Aeneid ’s opening lines, James 
Morwood observes the importance of city building in Virgil’s 
epic.23 Aeneas may sometimes be seen as an oddly resigned 
hero—one who simply accepts the fate decreed for him by the 
gods, making him a hero who is merely, in the words of David 
Quint, “an instrument of his historical destiny”24—but if there 
is one action Aeneas performs consistently, it is building cities. 
“About this action,” Waswo observes, “there is no dubiety, no need 
for planning, no debate, he does it, as it were, instinctively.”25 He 
begins to build cities four times in the course of the Aeneid.
 Martyr’s Columbus is also a builder of cities in the for-
eign lands of the Indies, particularly in books 2 and 3 of the first 
Decade. The city that Columbus builds is a symbolic site of the 
translatio imperii et studii. Consider, for example, the follow-
ing passage from the end of book 2, which refers to the city of 
Isabela: “He himself chose an elevated place near a port to found 
a city, and there, in a few days, built some houses and a chapel 
as the short time allowed. On the day when we commemorate 
the feast of the Three Kings, the sacred functions were celebrated 
according to our rite, with thirteen priests attending as ministers, 
in a world, it could be said, so different, so far away, so alien to 
all civilization and religion.” 26 Again we see in this passage the 
verb used so often in the Aeneid: condere. Martyr emphasizes here 
that the city is the stage where the culture-bringers celebrate their 
civilization amidst a world devoid of culture, “a world . . . so alien 
to all civilization.” Indeed, the very act of building the city is the 
colonizer’s first civilizing act. Its significance in Martyr’s narrative 
is emphasized when he repeats in book 3 that Columbus built the 
city of Isabela: “Hence, the Admiral decided to found a city on 
the northern side over an elevated site.” 27
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 The city Columbus builds in Martyr’s account serves as a 
base for further imperial conquest. This relation between city and 
conquest is manifest in the details of Martyr’s narration. After 
recounting the founding of Isabela, Martyr describes in great 
detail the fertility of the area, and then he records how Columbus 
sent a group of thirty men to explore the region of Cipango, 
which he also describes in detail. Then Martyr consciously inter-
rupts himself to return to the topic of the founding of the city: 
“But let us go back to the founding of the city.”28 The sentence 
that follows begins by describing the city’s construction (noting 
that it was fortified with a ditch and ramparts) yet quickly transi-
tions to the topic of Columbus’s further exploration of the inte-
rior: “The city having been surrounded with ditches and ramparts 
so that, if the natives should attack during his absence, those who 
were left there could defend themselves, Columbus headed due 
south on 14 March, with all his cavalrymen and about four hun-
dred foot soldiers, toward the gold-bearing region; he crossed a 
river, traversed a plain and climbed a mountain that borders the 
other side of the plain.”29 That constructing a city enables fur-
ther conquest is underlined in the passage above by the image 
of Columbus leaving “with all of his cavalrymen and about four 
hundred foot soldiers, toward the region of the gold.” Surely, 
this is not a simple reconnaissance mission but a sortie into the 
unconquered wilderness from the colonizer’s home base, that 
piece of land that has already been civilized because a “city” has 
been built on it. From this base, Columbus, in search of booty, 
embarks on a mission of conquest requiring arms. This message 
is reiterated shortly after when Martyr writes: “When he had 
advanced into the gold-bearing region seventy-two miles from 
the city  .  .  . he decided to set up a fortified place so that the 
recesses of the interior region could be explored little by little 
in safety.”30
 Martyr does not mention by name the first New-World settle-
ment constructed by Columbus, the ill-fated fortress La Navidad, 
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likely because it was a failure and did not fit within Martyr’s 
early casting of Columbus as Aeneas. Martyr refers only to 
Columbus’s leaving behind some of his crew (“He left thirty-
eight men with that king”)31 and his attempt to provide for their 
safety (“Columbus made arrangements, as best he could, for the 
life, health and safety of those he was leaving behind”).32 In book 
2, when Columbus returns to Hispaniola to find the settlement 
destroyed and his men killed, Martyr does nothing more than 
mention the fortress, describing it as “the blockhouse and the 
cabins our men had built for themselves, together with a rampart 
all around.”33 The absence of more information about the con-
struction of the first settlement in the New World (which surely 
could have been replete with symbolism) might be perplexing if 
we did not know that Martyr likely spent years editing this first 
book.34 It is probable that after learning of the grisly fate of the 
settlement at Navidad, Martyr deleted any description of that 
event that he might have initially included because the entire 
episode would have been inconsistent with Martyr’s depiction of 
Columbus.
 The opening sentence of Decade 1.1 casts the admiral as a con-
queror even before his name is mentioned. Martyr suggests that 
those who discover previously unknown territory are exceptional. 
Ancient peoples, Martyr writes, esteemed as gods those “men by 
whose industry and greatness of spirit lands unknown to their 
ancestors were made accessible.”35 This sentence, which suggests 
Columbus is equally remarkable, is followed by one that credits 
Columbus with the discovery. Martyr writes, “In order to avoid 
doing injustice to anyone I will then start from the beginning of 
said venture. A certain Ligurian, Christopher Columbus.  .  .  .”36 
Beginning this second sentence with Columbus’s name, Martyr 
privileges the admiral as the most important actor in the discovery 
of the New World and establishes Columbus as the cornerstone 
on which Martyr’s account of the discovery of the New World is 
based. Martyr appears to be partaking in a euhemeristic discourse 
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that rationalized classical gods as having been in actuality excep-
tional mortals famous for some particular feat, a discourse popular 
among early Christian apologists whose work Martyr surely knew 
well. It is possible, though not certain, that one of these mortals 
Martyr had in mind was Aeneas, whose divination is predicted in 
the Aeneid.37 According to this reading, Martyr’s text begins by 
establishing a veiled analogy, one that it later lays bare, between 
Columbus and Aeneas.
 The “Aeneas frame” that Martyr applies to Columbus is also 
hinted at, I would argue, in the first description in book 1 of 
Columbus as “a certain Ligurian.” Scholars have proposed that 
this phrase illustrates Martyr’s desire to disassociate Columbus 
from Genoa, which was aligned with France against Spain at 
the time the first Decade was composed. Ernesto Lunardi con-
jectures that Martyr also may have employed this reference “to 
emphasize the tradition of industrious and strong people to 
whom Columbus belongs.”38 Indeed, Ligurians in the classical 
tradition are known as tough mountain dwellers. In his De  lege 
agraria, for example, Cicero writes: “The Ligurians, being moun-
taineers, are a hardy and rustic tribe. The land itself taught them 
to be so by producing nothing which was not extracted from 
it by skillful cultivation, and by great labour.”39 In this light, 
Martyr’s description of the explorer as “quidam Ligur vir” stresses 
Columbus’s fortitude (in addition to Martyr’s knowledge of the 
classical tradition). More specifically, as Lunardi notes, the term 
“Ligur” would likely be recognized by those knowledgeable of 
the Latin literary tradition as a reference to Virgil’s phrase in the 
Georgics (2.168), “Ligurian inured to trouble” (adsuetumque malo 
Ligurem). I would add that the intertextual relationship between 
the Decades and the Georgics that Martyr establishes with this 
reference is also significant. This particular phrase appears in 
the section of the Georgics known as the laudes Italiae (praises of 
Italy), where Virgil glorifies the virtuous people of Italy’s differ-
ent regions and then juxtaposes them to the unwarlike foreigner 
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of the East. He then praises the Emperor Octavian for keeping 
that foreigner at bay: “And you, greatest Caesar, who now vic-
torious on the furthest shores of Asia turn away the unwarlike 
Indian from the hills of Rome.”40 Martyr’s allusion to this impe-
rialistic passage in Virgil’s poem serves to portray Columbus as 
a descendant of the virtuous Italian race, strength of the Roman 
Empire founded by Aeneas.
 Martyr’s defense of Columbus’s foreign origins in the first 
book of Decade 1 squares with Martyr’s casting of Columbus as a 
neo-Aeneas, the protagonist in the story of the translatio imperii. 
This Columbus is not only a Ligurian, a descendant of the hearty 
stock praised by Virgil as the strength of the Roman Empire, but 
also the agent responsible for the westward transfer of empire. His 
loyalty to empire, and in this case to the empire ruled by Ferdinand 
and Isabel, is pure and unquestionable. This comes across near the 
beginning of the first book when Martyr rebuts potential objec-
tions to Columbus’s foreign origins. Here mutinous Spanish sailors 
“[felt] that they had been deceived by a Ligurian and were being 
dragged headlong to a place from which it would never be possible 
to return.”41 In response to such opposition, Martyr’s Columbus 
threatens the crew with the charge of treason: “He kept saying that 
if they attempted anything against him, refusing to obey him, they 
would also be accused of treason against their Sovereigns.”42 It is 
Columbus who judges which actions are treacherous, the subtext 
suggesting that the admiral is more loyal to the sovereigns than 
the Spaniards who accompany him are.
 Martyr did not long sustain his characterizations of Columbus 
as an Aeneas. Indeed, after 1500 (the year that Columbus was 
arrested)—with the exception of his brief mention of the admiral 
in a letter dated 19 December 1513—Martyr did not write about 
him for almost fifteen years, even though Columbus undertook a 
fourth voyage in 1503 and then died in 1506. When Martyr does 
return to writing about Columbus, he discusses the fourth voyage 
and then declares his ignorance of Columbus’s fate, a claim that is 
difficult to believe given Martyr’s privileged access to information.
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 Martyr stopped characterizing Columbus as an Aeneas by 
book 4 of Decade 1 for several likely reasons. He employed the 
notable epic tone in the first two books of Decade 1 as an initial 
response to a seemingly mythical event. These books, as Lunardi 
observes, “are full of the spirit of adventure and of the discovery 
of an unexpected reality.” As the discoveries and conquest of 
the New World continued, however, Martyr’s attitude changed, 
and he adopted what Lunardi views as “a more detached tone 
suited to a work of history.”43 Simply put, as more information 
was acquired about the New World, it became less myth and 
more reality, and the epic portrayal of Columbus was there-
fore no longer appropriate. Eventually, Columbus became less 
relevant as Spain’s empire in the Indies grew. A second rea-
son Martyr stopped characterizing Columbus in the mode of 
Aeneas was that it became clear to everyone that Columbus’s 
career and reputation had been irreparably damaged by allega-
tions that he abused his power and misgoverned Hispaniola. 
No one, and certainly not Martyr as a foreigner, even if he were 
favored by the queen, “would have been interested in defend-
ing [Columbus’s] position.”44 Columbus could no longer be 
deemed a hero in the Spanish court, and his playing the role of 
heroic founder of empire in Martyr’s narrative would have been 
too far-fetched.
 Hence, if books 2 and 3 portray Columbus as a colonizer who 
builds cities and brings the culture of the metropolis to foreign 
lands, book 4 instead portrays Columbus as a victim of evil ene-
mies who disparaged the imperial ideal. He remains an Aeneas, 
but his contributions to Spain’s empire are not appreciated as such 
by the Spaniards in the story. (We are reminded of Columbus’s 
own self-portrayal as a martyr for the Spanish Empire.) The 
contrast could not be more apparent between books 2 and 3 
on the one hand and book 4 on the other (book 4 begins with 
Columbus’s return from the second voyage and then covers what 
occurs on Hispaniola while Columbus is in Spain). Although 
book 4 briefly mentions that Columbus built the Fortress of 
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Concepción, this is the only instance in this book when Martyr 
refers to Columbus’s role as builder. Although he does not con-
strue Columbus as a city-building colonist in book 4, Martyr does 
depict him as a man worthy of sympathy because his career and 
status at court are in jeopardy. Book 4 begins with Columbus’s 
discovery that Friar Bernardo Buil and Pedro de Margarit have 
returned to Spain “with wicked intentions”—Columbus’s inten-
tions, the text predictably implies, were good.
 Martyr says in book 4 that he is writing in the year 1501. 
This would have been after Columbus had returned to Spain 
against his will, arrested by Francisco de Bobadilla, who was sent 
by the sovereigns to Hispaniola to investigate charges against 
Columbus. This event was the nadir of Columbus’s career in 
Spain. The sovereigns nominally continued to support Columbus, 
but after this, he was in fact a marginal figure in Spain’s activi-
ties in the Indies. It became clear to everyone not only that the 
exploration, conquest, and colonization of the New World was a 
project larger than initially anticipated, but also that Columbus 
had indeed abused his power. Martyr could no longer character-
ize Columbus as a legendary civilization builder. In 1516, when 
Martyr wrote Decade 3.4, which recounts Columbus’s disastrous 
fourth voyage, he used a different Virgilian character to describe 
Columbus: Achaemenides, the character whom Odysseus aban-
doned on the Cyclops’s island and whom Aeneas later rescued 
in the Aeneid (3.613). Martyr writes that Columbus and his crew, 
shipwrecked on the island of Jamaica, “lived for ten months a 
life of the Virgilian Achaemenides.”45 Martyr continues to estab-
lish classical analogies in his narrative, but never again does his 
Columbus resemble Aeneas. Columbus is no longer even central 
to his narrative, as is evident in Martyr’s references to “them” (not 
Columbus) when he describes the shipwrecked victims. And lest 
there be any doubt that Columbus is no longer Martyr’s pro-
tagonist, we have Martyr’s declaration that he is ignorant about 
Columbus’s fate after his rescue: “Thus, all of them returned to 
Hispaniola sick and exhausted from lack of food. I do not know 
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what happened to them after that.”46 When Martyr writes this 
statement, Columbus has been dead for ten years.
 My point in emphasizing the change in Martyr’s portrayals 
of Columbus as Spain’s involvement in the Indies grew is two-
fold. First, I wish to illustrate the constructed nature of those 
portrayals and the manner in which Martyr inserted Columbus 
within the Virgilian narrative of imperial conquest. This was 
Martyr’s short-lived characterization that would have come 
easily to an Italian schooled in the humanist tradition in the first 
heady moments of Spain’s imperial expansion. Second, I seek to 
emphasize the great influence of Martyr’s characterization of 
Columbus despite its being so short-lived. The fact that his ini-
tial Aeneas characterization quickly gained currency and contin-
ued with such vigor through the centuries suggests that Martyr 
touched a fundamental chord in Western culture. He was telling 
the victor’s side of the history of the modern world.
The Columbian Archetype
Although Martyr did not sustain his characterization of 
Columbus as the protagonist in the classic Western narrative of 
translatio imperii, his earliest characterizations of Columbus were, 
it is worth repeating, read by many other writers who themselves 
then wrote about Columbus and the New World. In this sense, 
Martyr helped establish an interpretive tradition about Columbus 
as a protagonist in the translatio imperii that was perpetuated in 
Europe and was eventually taken up in the Americas. But there 
is more at play here than mere intertextuality and authorial influ-
ence with regard to Martyr’s legacy. We would do well to remem-
ber that Columbus himself appropriated the discourse of empire 
that circulated at the Spanish court at the end of the fifteenth 
century. In doing so, he unwittingly inserted himself into a greater 
discourse of Western dominance and territorial expansion. Martyr 
merely continued the characterization of Columbus as a figure 
of empire and incorporated him within the humanist tradition 
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and, within that, the story of the translatio imperii. It was entirely 
logical to do so. Columbus became a synecdoche that signified 
the European conquest of the New World. His story is inextri-
cable from the establishment of European empires in the New 
World—and empire in general.
 Martyr’s response to Columbus and Spain’s activities in the 
New World reflects the dominance of the Virgilian frame in 
Western thought, according to which territorial expansion and 
colonization was often interpreted as a contemporary reenactment 
of the Aeneid plot. As Craig Kallendorf maintains, “The story told 
[in the Aeneid] was widely interpreted as the archetypal pattern 
for the very establishment and diffusion of [Western] culture. 
Aeneas left his homeland and traveled westward, taking posses-
sion of a new land and bringing civilization to it as he merged his 
countrymen with the indigenous inhabitants.”47 We should not 
be surprised that Columbus, the “discoverer” who first claimed a 
New World for Spain, has often been portrayed in Western histo-
riographic and literary discourse as a figure of empire comparable 
to Aeneas.
 Scholars have diligently traced Columbus’s appearances in 
a great variety of European texts since the sixteenth century.48 
It is no coincidence that many of the literary works in which 
Columbus appears are epics. As David Quint has eloquently 
shown, the epic—an extended poem composed in an elevated 
style that tells the story of a hero (traditionally male) and his 
nation’s triumph over others—is the paradigmatic literary form 
of empire.49 Columbus’s story, as told over and over through the 
centuries, is an epic story.
 In the discussion that follows, I focus on a few exemplary lit-
erary texts, all of them epics, in which Columbus is represented 
as a figure of empire and a conqueror of the savage New World, 
city-builder and culture-bringer from Europe.
 I begin with Lorenzo Gambara’s De navigatione Christophori 
Columbi libri quattuor (Rome 1581). The plot of this Latin epic 
poem closely follows that of Martyr’s Decades, which Gambara 
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credits in his ad lectorum as one of his primary sources. Gambara’s 
Columbus even more closely resembles Aeneas than Martyr’s did. 
As Manuel Yruela Guerrero notes, Gambara set out to write an 
epic about Columbus with the Aeneid as his model, which is clear 
from the first verse: “Perrenot, I will speak here of the man who 
first touched / the shores of vast Cuba,” which echoes the famous 
first lines of the Aeneid, “Wars and a man I sing—an exile driven 
on by Fate, / he was the first to flee the coast of Troy.”50 Gambara 
goes as far as employing the same narrative convention seen in 
books 2 and 3 of the Aeneid (and, incidentally, in books 9–12 of 
the Odyssey) so that his Columbus narrates in first person after 
being prompted by his banquet host to recount his adventures. 
Heinz Hofmann painstakingly analyzes this and other details 
in Gambara’s poem that remind the reader of the Aeneid and 
cast Columbus as an Aeneas.51 We note in particular Gambara’s 
description of Columbus, who has just finished recounting his 
story at the banquet:
Sic Ligur inventos intentis omnibus a se
Oceanique sinus, nostrisque incognita nautis
sidera narrabat, positas et per mare terras,
cum tandem tacuit, mediaque in nocte quievit.
(Thus, with everyone hanging on his words, the Ligurian was 
describing people he found, the regions of the Ocean, constella-
tions unknown to our sailors, and lands situated across the seas 
until, well into the night, he at last ended and fell silent.)52
Hofmann compares this passage with the following passage from 
book 3 of the Aeneid, where Aeneas is described after telling his 
story in Dido’s palace:
Sic pater Aeneas intentis omnibus unus
Fata renarrabat divom cursusque docebat.
Conticuit tandem factoque hic fine quievit.
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(So Aeneas,
With all eyes fixed on him alone, the founder of his people
recalled his wanderings now, the fates the gods had sent.
He fell hushed at last, his tale complete, at rest.) 53
As Hofmann observes, the phrases in this description evoke the 
Aeneid and “stress the fact that Columbus is alter Aeneas.” 54 We 
also note Gambara’s reference to Columbus as “Sic Ligur,” likely 
an allusion to (and repetition of ) Martyr’s own subtle charac-
terization of Columbus as a descendant of the virtuous race who 
defends the Roman Empire in Virgil’s Georgics.
 Giulio Cesare Stella’s epic poem, Colombeidos libri priores duo 
(London 1585, Rome 1589) also portrays Columbus as an empire 
builder. Both Hofmann and Juan Gil have compared Stella’s 
Columbus with Aeneas.55 Hofmann, for example, compares the 
task set before each protagonist:
It is the aim and destiny of Aeneas to reach the land in the 
West, to settle there and found a new domicile for his penates 
and to lay the foundation for an empire that one day will domi-
nate the whole world. The same task is mutatis mutandis set for 
Columbus; he, too, is in search of a land in the West; he looks 
for places where his countrymen can settle and found a city (he 
himself founds a first fortification, and the historical Columbus 
founded two cities on Hispaniola: Isabella and San Domingo); 
he will give the Christian religion (the Christian penates) a place 
in the New World and his discoveries will lead to Spanish domi-
nation in the West that in the days of Stella forms a worldwide 
empire in which the sun does not set.56
 More than one hundred years later, European epics written 
during the eighteenth century were still casting Columbus in the 
role of empire-builder Aeneas. Among them is Columbus Carmen 
epicum (Rome 1715) by Italian humanist Ubertino Carrara, 
which Francisca Torres Martínez calls “the great epic of Spain’s 
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expansion.” Torres Martínez and José Sánchez Marín discuss the 
poem’s representations of Columbus as a later-day Aeneas.57
 Another epic about Columbus, La Colombiade, ou la foi por-
tée au nouveau monde by Madame du Boccage, was published in 
Paris in 1756. Dedicated to Pope Benedict XIV, this poem in effect 
equates Columbus with the most important figures in the trans-
latio imperii tradition: Odysseus (or Ulysses in the Latin appro-
priation), Jason, and Aeneas.58 In the mythology of empire, all of 
these protagonists are charged with founding empires and impos-
ing their cultures on foreign ones deemed inferior; and all three of 
these figures appear as symbols of Western empire in the trans-
latio imperii tradition. In characterizing Columbus, Du Boccage 
refers to all of these stock characters. The poem’s opening lines 
pay homage to both Homer and Virgil, establishing the parallel 
between their epic heroes and her own:
Je chante ce Génois, conduit par Uranie,
Combattu par l’Enfer, attaqué par l’envie,
Ce nocher qui, du Tage abandonnant les ports,
De l’Inde le premier découvrit les trésors;
De l’aurore au couchant, son art vainqueur de l’onde,
Pour y porter la foi, conquit un nouveau Monde.
(I sing of this Genovese, led by Urania,
Fought by Hades, attacked by greed,
This oarsman who, abandoning the ports of the Tagus,
First discovered the treasures of India;
From dawn until sunset, his mastery of the sea,
To bring the faith there, conquered a new World.)59
The poem’s second stanza establishes the comparison between 
Columbus and his crew and Jason and the Argonauts. Columbus 
tells his men that they are “Argonaut rivals of the vanquishers of 
the Bosphorus” and that “a nobler prize” awaits them than the 
64 The Legacy of Christopher Columbus in the Americas
Golden Fleece that awaited the Argonauts. After Columbus’s 
speech, his crew responds by reiterating the claim that they will 
outdo the Argonauts: “Our warriors, in the ardor that this speech 
inspires, / Resolve to bring empire to a new universe, / And 
already see another Colchis.”60
 One of the most obvious parallels Du Boccage establishes 
between her Columbus and Aeneas involves Zama, the daughter 
of an indigenous chief. As Dido falls in love with Aeneas, Zama 
falls for the admiral after hearing him speak. Du Boccage makes 
the analogy explicit:
A ces tendres accents, Zama versant des pleurs,
D’un père qui l’adore enchante les douleurs;
Mais la voix du Génois, pour son âme étonnée,
A l’attrait que Didon trouve aux récits d’Enée.
Jeune Indienne, hélas! un feu secret et doux
Déjà dans vos esprits, s’allume malgré vous.
(At these tender words, Zama shedding tears,
Adds to the pain of a father who adores her;
But the voice of the Genovese, for her surprised soul,
Has the allure that Dido finds for Aeneas’ tales.
Young Indian, alas! A sweet and secret fire
Already in your spirit, lights against your will.)61
Like Aeneas, in Du Boccage’s epic Columbus must eventually 
break the spell of a god (Cupid) and reject the ardent love of a 
woman in order to fulfill his duty and establish his empire. That 
empire is first and foremost in La Colombiade a Christian empire, 
and Columbus is the crusader who brings his God to the New 
World in order to civilize it, much like Aeneas brings his penates 
to Latium.
 La Colombiade is just one of many texts in which Columbus is 
portrayed as a figure of empire. I have argued that early on, even 
starting with the admiral himself, Columbus was interpreted as a 
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figure of empire. His story is inseparable from the story of the rise 
of the Spanish Empire, which came to encompass more territory 
and inhabitants than the Roman Empire. It is not surprising that 
Columbus would be compared to Aeneas, founder of that Roman 
Empire. It is also not surprising that European settlers and their 
descendants in the Americas eagerly read these European texts 
that perpetuated this interpretive tradition. It is the American 
appropriation of that tradition to which we now turn.
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Columbus and the Republican 
Empire of the United States
By the eighteenth century, Columbus was commonly repre-sented in Europe according to an interpretive tradition that 
had enveloped him as a protagonist in the classic Western story of 
imperial conquest and domination. Many of the texts that formed 
this interpretive tradition were read either in the original or in 
translation by European settlers in the Americas. For example, 
Peter Martyr’s Decades de orbe novo and Richard Eden’s transla-
tion of Martyr’s text were read by American colonists, as I discuss 
later in this chapter. Given the colonial projects of the European 
powers in the Americas, Columbus’s role as the first representa-
tive of those powers, and his traditional association as a figure 
of empire, made him highly relevant to the American colonial 
experience. One might think that Americans supporting political 
independence from their respective European metropolises would 
discard the figure of Columbus as a relic of the Old World, as 
a symbol of the monarchical political system they sought to end 
in their land. But instead they adopted Columbus as a symbol of 
their newly independent nations. How and why this occurred in 
colonial British America and then the United States is the subject 
of this chapter.
 In the myth of national origins that was popular in the United 
States in the eighteenth century, if not before, Columbus was 
commonly portrayed as the seed of individualism and liberty that 
left Europe, arrived in the New World in the fifteenth century, 
 Columbus and the Republican Empire 67
and then flowered in 1776 with the Declaration of Independence 
and the rise of the republic. In this manner, Columbus has long 
been represented as a founder of the nation, alongside George 
Washington. The nation’s capital was named in honor of both 
men in 1791.1 Beginning in the 1770s with the poetry of Phillis 
Wheatley, Philip Freneau, Timothy Dwight, and Joel Barlow, 
British American and US writers helped construct Columbus as 
a national symbol. Washington Irving’s biography, A History of the 
Life and Voyages of Christopher Columbus, was also integral to that 
construction. When the 1492 quadricentennial was celebrated in 
Chicago at the World’s Columbian Exposition of 1893, Columbus’s 
prominence as a national symbol was at an all-time high.
 Scholars addressing portrayals of Columbus in the British 
American colonies and then the United States have adeptly ana-
lyzed how Columbus has been employed to represent republican-
ism, liberty, entrepreneurship, and scientific progress. They have 
also considered how he has symbolized religious and ethnic iden-
tity in the United States. I do not disagree with these analyses, 
but I do seek to add another dimension to the figure of Columbus 
in the United States. Previous scholarship has focused mostly on 
his appearances in American contexts, divorcing those appear-
ances from the international tradition through which Columbus 
was interpreted for centuries. This study seeks to broaden our 
approach to the American Columbus in terms of both geography 
and chronology. It considers the figure of Columbus as a mutable 
cultural product of a conversation that began in the late fifteenth 
century about the issues at the crux of the West’s encounter with 
the New World: the justification of the economic, political, and 
cultural domination of a people who considered themselves civi-
lized over a people they deemed savage. In a word, that conversa-
tion is about empire, which had different meanings in different 
contexts and which is certainly relevant, as I illustrate in this 
chapter, in the case of the United States. Some representations of 
Columbus in the United States, I acknowledge, do not tap into 
this conversation. The majority of them do.
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Sources of the American Columbus
British Americans in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
learned about Columbus from European sources. As discussed 
in the previous chapter, one of the most influential of those was 
Peter Martyr’s Decades de Orbe Novo, in which Martyr character-
izes Columbus as a new Aeneas who founds the Spanish over-
seas empire. Many British colonials read Martyr’s text,2 either in 
Latin or in Richard Eden’s 1555 English translation of the first 
three books of the Decades (which is exactly the portion dealing 
with the admiral), whereby they were introduced to Columbus 
as a stock character in the Western narrative of colonization and 
empire building. Eden’s preface certainly frames Martyr’s narra-
tive in a way that assures that the essence of Martyr’s Columbus, 
the paradigmatic founder of Western empire, comes across unal-
tered. The preface, for example, contends that the establish-
ment of Spain’s “large Empire” is more worthy of glory than the 
exploits of Jason and the Argonauts, Alexander the Great, and 
the Romans.3 An augmented English translation of Martyr’s 
Decades was published, along with other accounts of New-World 
discoveries, in 1589, and again in 1598–1600 by Richard Hakluyt, 
perhaps the greatest champion of English colonization. We 
know that copies of that work, entitled The Principal Navigations, 
Voyages, Traffiques and Discoveries of the English Nation were 
carried on the ships of the East India Company to the British 
colonies.4 In compiling the Navigations, Hakluyt was attempt-
ing to lay the moral groundwork for England’s expansion over-
seas.5 As one scholar notes, Hakluyt “implicitly compare[d] 
his own project to Virgil’s Aeneid,” seeing his promotion of the 
British Empire as analogous to Virgil’s promotion of the Roman 
Empire.6
 Martyr’s Decades are important in the textual genealogy 
with regard to Columbus not because British colonials simply 
reproduced Martyr’s characterizations of Columbus. Specifying 
a particular textual influence, except in certain cases (some of 
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which I discussed in the previous chapter), is a hazardous exer-
cise, and while I do believe such references are relevant, they are 
not as important as acknowledging that Columbus continues 
to be a stock character in the same old story about the transfer 
of empire and the domination of one people over another. That 
narrative, which is underwritten by and reinforces the definition 
of civilization as “requiring transportation from somewhere else, 
as incapable of being homegrown, as necessitating exile, inva-
sion, reachievement, and refoundation,”7 was an important part 
of British American discourse, beginning with the first English 
settlers. According to the logic of that discourse, it made sense 
that Columbus would continue to be interpreted in America as 
an imperial figure.
 The first treatment of Columbus published in the American 
colonies, “The History of the Northern Continent of America,” 
written by Samuel Nevill under the penname “Sylvanus 
Americus,” appeared in Nevill’s New American Magazine in 
1758 and was republished that same year in two newspapers, the 
New York Mercury and the New York Gazette. The piece relied 
heavily on Martyr, Hakluyt and Samuel Purchas, who continued 
Hakluyt’s publication efforts in England after Hakluyt’s death. 
As Claudia Bushman notes, Nevill repeats elements of the Black 
Legend in portraying Spain’s colonization of the New World as 
a vicious conquest, in contrast to that of the English, which was 
justifiable.8 In Nevill’s account, however, Columbus is ultimately 
a sympathetic character in contrast to the greedy and cruel 
Spaniards, much like he is in both Martyr’s and Columbus’s own 
account.
 Two of the most influential authors to write about Columbus 
in English, Washington Irving and Scottish historian William 
Robertson, acknowledged using Martyr as a source. Robertson’s 
The History of America (1777) was one of the primary sources 
from which Americans in the eighteenth century learned about 
Columbus. The biographical information about Columbus that 
Joel Barlow presented to readers in The Vision of Columbus (1787), 
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for example, was taken from Robertson’s book, excerpts of which 
had been republished in American newspapers in the early to 
mid-1780s.9 We are familiar with Robertson’s Columbus: he is 
the model European colonizer. This squares with Robertson’s 
statement in his introduction that his work illustrates “the prin-
ciples and maxims of the Spaniards in planting colonies, which 
have been adopted in some measure by every nation.”10 By telling 
the story of the Spanish Empire’s “discovery” and colonization, he 
was providing what he deemed “a proper introduction to the his-
tory of all the European establishments in America.”11 While the 
trope of empire is not at the forefront of Robertson’s text, it lies 
beneath its consistent allusions to the Old World conquering the 
New. Just as we saw in texts that predate Robertson’s, Columbus 
imposes European order on America, conquering the savage and 
civilizing through the construction of cities and churches.
Empire and Eighteenth-Century Poetry
The notion that the British territory in the Americas would be an 
empire, at least in the sense that an empire denoted a territory of 
great size, was not new at the time of the War of Independence. 
Many of the original settlers of the eastern seaboard had claimed 
a divine right to the interior as well, and these claims were sup-
ported by several of the first colonial charters, which held that 
the western boundary of the colonies was the Pacific Ocean 
(the “South Sea”). In The Rising American Empire, historian 
Richard Van Alstyne argues that “the attitude, predetermined in 
Elizabethan England, that the ‘New World’ belonged exclusively 
to the English as the people capable of colonizing and exploit-
ing it was germinal in the formation of the American idea of 
empire.”12 The settlers’ belief in their “right to colonize” into the 
interior of the continent underwrites the formation of the United 
States as an empire and its imperial foreign policy throughout the 
course of its existence:
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This concept of the right to colonize, premised upon an assumed 
ability to implement the right, thus begins to be part of the 
American mentality in the eighteenth century. John Quincy 
Adams and James Monroe, employing the same reasoning, gave 
the doctrine classic expression in 1823; and the Monroe Doctrine 
became the chosen ideological weapon of the United States in 
the nineteenth century for warning intruders away from the con-
tinent. Manifest destiny, the intriguing phrase utilized by histori-
ans to label the expansion of the United States in the nineteenth 
century, is merely the other side of the coin. It was character-
istic of the nineteenth as well as the eighteenth century, more-
over, to assert the right before the actual work of colonization 
had begun. . . . Looked at from the standpoint of the sum total 
of its history, the abstract formulae and principles being disre-
garded or at least discounted, the United States thus becomes by 
its very essence an expanding imperial power. It was conceived 
as an empire; and its evolution from a group of small, disunited 
English colonies strung out on a long coastline to a world power 
with commitments on every sea and in every continent, has been 
a characteristically imperial type of growth.13
 In America, British Americans who had surely read European 
sources about Columbus commonly portrayed him as a sym-
bol of empire. British American literature of the last third of 
the eighteenth century reflects a growing contemporary inter-
est in Columbus. Before the mid-1770s the empire with which 
Columbus was associated was most often British. After that 
time, the empire with which Columbus was associated by 
British Americas was, as we would predict, that of an indepen-
dent American state. Within that conception, British Americans 
sought to differentiate empire in America from its European 
counterpart. Most important, in America the empire for which 
Columbus stood was headed by a republic where science, com-
merce, and individual liberty were prized, unlike in the British 
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Empire, which was ultimately unsuccessful in the attempt to join 
imperium and libertas because of its monarchist constitution.14
 Philip Freneau’s poem “Columbus to Ferdinand,” likely writ-
ten in 1770 (but not published until 1779), is one of the earliest 
works written in England’s American colonies to take Columbus 
as its subject. Its fifteen stanzas recount the arguments that 
Columbus, guided first and foremost by reason, purportedly pre-
sented to King Ferdinand in the former’s effort to garner royal 
support for his enterprise. The poem quotes the same lines of 
Seneca’s Medea to which Columbus himself alluded in suggest-
ing he fulfilled prophesy by transgressing the known limits of the 
ocean and discovering new worlds.15 The allusion to empire here 
is subtle but unmistakable. This passage from the Medea, as we 
have seen in the European context, suggests that Columbus is 
successor to Jason and Aeneas, founder of the Roman Empire.
 The association of Columbus with empire, and a specifi-
cally American empire, is stronger in Freneau’s later work. In 
1771 he collaborated with Hugh Henry Brackenridge in writing 
A Poem, On the Rising Glory of America, which the latter deliv-
ered at their graduation from the College of New Jersey (later 
Princeton University).16 The same quote from the Medea was 
reprinted in both the graduation program and the title page of 
Freneau’s publication of the poem in 1772. In this case, the Medea 
epigraph works together with the poem’s use of the translatio 
imperii trope—which had so often been used by Europeans in 
telling Columbus’s story—to construct Columbus as a symbol of 
empire. On the Rising Glory begins by referring to the string of 
past empires that now cede their place to America:
No more of Memphis and her mighty kings,
Or Alexandria, where the Ptolomies
Taught golden commerce to unfurl her sails,
And bid fair science smile: No more of Greece
Where learning next her early visit paid,
And spread her glories to illume the world,
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No more of Athens, where she flourished,
And saw her sons of mighty genius rise
Smooth flowing Plato, Socrates and him
Who with resistless eloquence reviv’d
The Spir’t of LIBERTY, and shook the thrones
Of Macedon and Persia’s haughty king.
No more of Rome, enlighten’d by her beams,
Fresh kindling there the fire and eloquence,
And poesy divine; imperial Rome!
Whose wide dominion reach’d o’er half the globe;
Whose eagle flew o’er Ganges to the East
And in the West far to the British isles.
No more of Britain, and her kings renown’d,
Edward’s and Henry’s thunderbolts of war;
Her chiefs victorious o’er the Gallic foe;
Illustrious senators, immortal bards,
And wise philosophers, of these no more.
A Theme more new, tho’ not less noble, claims
Our ev’ry thought on this auspicious day;
The rising glory of this western world.17
In this passage we note what Eric Wertheimer has called “the 
poem’s thematic obsession with imperial beginnings.”18 It lists a 
series of old empires in order to introduce a “Theme more new, 
tho’ not less noble / . . . / The rising glory of this western world.” 
In this context, the reader understands the “western world” as an 
empire, as it concludes the poem’s queue of previous empires. It 
is a “nobler” empire than the empires of Europe (especially the 
Spanish Empire) for two reasons. First, its main activity is not 
war but agriculture (“But agriculture crowns our happy land”19), 
which in the West has always been deemed necessary to sus-
tain cities and “civilization.” Second, it is grounded in commerce, 
which in turn depends on science, which in turn depends on lib-
erty.20 According to the poem, the fertile ground for commerce, 
science, and liberty is uniquely American.
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 On the Rising Glory identifies the moment “when first 
Columbus touch’d / [t]he shores so long unknown” as the ori-
gin of “this western world.” While the poem does not focus on 
Columbus, it identifies him as being responsible for bring-
ing empire to the New World, as the epigraphic frame quoting 
Seneca also suggests. The prosperous future of empire in America 
is expressed by the character of Acasto, who sees numerous 
peoples, a great territorial expanse, and nations that will compete 
with the fame of Greece and Rome:
    I see, I see
A thousand kingdoms rais’d, cities and men
Num’rous as sand upon the ocean shore;
Th’ Ohio then shall glide by many a town
Of note: and where the Missis[s]ippi stream
By forests shaded now runs weeping on
Nations shall grow and states not less in fame
Than Greece and Rome of old: we too shall boast
Our Alexanders, Pompeys, heroes, kings
That in the womb of time yet dormant lye
Waiting the joyful hour for life and light.21
The importance of the city as the site of civilization is clear in 
Acasto’s vision of a “thousand kingdoms rais’d.” That he sees “cit-
ies and men” as “num’rous as sand” underscores the great expanse of 
this western territory, as do the references to the “many a town” and 
the “nations” that will grace the lengths of the Ohio and Mississippi 
rivers. Acasto explicitly compares his vision with Greece and Rome, 
stating that these “states” will rival the fame of antiquity.
 In the final stanza, Acasto declares that this land, like all great 
empires, will be a fertile home for the arts and sciences:
This is thy praise America thy pow’r
Thou best of climes by science visited
By freedom blest and richly stor’d with all
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The luxuries of life. Hail happy land
The seat of empire the abode of kings,
The final stage where time shall introduce
Renowned characters, and glorious works
Of high invention and of wond’rous art.22
Here, in the reference to the “seat of empire,” the poem draws on 
the notion, based on the biblical book of Daniel, that there would 
be five empires in human history, the fifth being a utopia or, in 
the alternative, an apocalypse.23
 Freneau also represents Columbus as a figure of empire in 
his poem entitled “Pictures of Columbus, the Genoese,” written 
in 1774 and published in 1788. This poem recounts “the shameful 
story” of Ferdinand’s ungratefulness toward Columbus. It ends 
with Columbus alone on his deathbed, having none of the honors 
he merits, his only comfort being the promise of a future “when 
empires rise where lonely forests grew.”24 The poem suggests that 
Columbus is responsible for this future, as these “empires” are the 
reward of his toils.
 In 1771, at almost the same time that Brackenridge and 
Freneau composed their On the Rising Glory, nineteen-year-old 
Timothy Dwight wrote America: Or, A Poem on the Settlement of 
the British Colonies. Like Freneau and Brackenridge, Dwight first 
portrays Columbus as responsible for introducing the Old World 
to the New. Near the poem’s end, when Freedom triumphantly 
addresses America as an empire destined to expand, the poet 
invokes Columbus’s name:
Hail Land of light and joy! thy power shall grow
Far as the seas, which round thy regions flow;
Through earth’s wide realms thy glory shall extend,
And savage nations at thy scepter bend.
Around the frozen shores thy sons shall sail,
Or stretch their canvas to the ASIAN gale,
Or, like COLUMBUS, steer their course unknown,
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Beyond the regions of the flaming zone,
To worlds unfound beneath the southern pole,
Whose native hears Antarctic oceans roll;
Where artless Nature rules with peaceful sway,
And where no ship e’er stemm’d the untry’d way.25
The poet envisions a great empire that conquers other peoples 
(“savage nations at thy scepter bend”). Eventually, the empire 
itself will be “like Columbus,” expanding its domain to new 
regions (“through earth’s wide realms thy glory shall extend”). The 
poem continues with a reference to the Roman Empire:
Earth’s richest realms their treasures shall unfold,
And op’ning mountains yield the flaming gold;
Round thy broad fields more glorious ROMES arise,
With pomp and splendour bright’ning all the skies;
EUROPE and ASIA with surprise behold
Thy temples starr’d with gems and roof ’d with gold.
From realm to realm broad APPIAN ways shall wind,
And distant shores by long canals be join’d,
The ocean hear thy voice, the waves obey,
And through green vallies trace their wat’ry way.26
The Appian Way was the most famous of the Roman Empire’s 
many roadways that facilitated its territorial expansion. Dwight’s 
reference here to “Romes” connected by “Appian ways” that “shall 
wind” “from realm to realm” further characterizes America as the 
heir to Western (Roman) empire. Like the empire described in 
On the Rising Glory by Freneau and Brackenridge, Dwight’s 
empire in America is unlike its European counterpart. Dwight’s 
vision of empire is different because it is based on “freedom, and 
science, and virtue,” instead of war, as in Europe.
 A similar casting of Columbus as agent of translatio imperii is 
seen in Joel Barlow’s The Columbiad, published in 1807. This poem 
is a reworking of Barlow’s The Vision of Columbus, published in 
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1787 but composed between 1778 and 1787. Barlow appears to have 
relied on Sylvanus Americus’s (Nevill’s) “History of the Northern 
Continent of America” as well as Robertson’s History of America. 
Although in his preface Barlow criticizes the classical epics of 
Homer and Virgil—he disdains, for example, the “moral ten-
dency” of the Aeneid, saying that Virgil “wrote and felt like a sub-
ject, not a citizen”—he begins his poem by declaring its subject to 
be Columbus, echoing the first lines of the Aeneid:
I sing the Mariner who first unfurl’d
An eastern banner o’er the western world,
And taught mankind where future empires lay
In these fair confines of descending day.27
Barlow’s language recalls Virgil’s “Arma virumque cano, Troiae 
qui primus ab oris / Italiam, fato profugus Laviniaque venit / 
Litora.” (I sing of arms and the man who first from the coasts of 
Troy, exiled by fate, came to Italy and Lavine shores.)28 Barlow’s 
appropriation of Virgil’s epic formula is charged with imperial 
connotations. Steven Blakemore argues that Barlow’s republi-
can critique of the ancient epics shows a measure of “ideologi-
cal schizophreni[a].”29 The description of Columbus spreading 
“an eastern banner o’er the western world” echoes Columbus’s 
own description of his most important imperial act: his taking 
possession of the New World for Spain with “the royal standard 
extended.” In Barlow’s poem, Columbus’s pointing out “where 
future empires lay” serves as the first step in the nation’s journey 
to fulfilling its future imperial destiny.
 Freneau, Brackenridge, Dwight, and Barlow all drew upon 
current ideas circulating in the British Atlantic world about the 
changing British Empire and its colonies. In particular, they 
tapped into the translatio imperii tradition, which was commonly 
found in poetic and political discourse about the American conti-
nent.30 The model of that expression is George Berkeley’s “Verses 
on the Prospect of Planting Arts and Learning in America,” 
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written in 1725 and published in 1752.31 In the words of Kenneth 
Silverman, “virtually every large colonial newspaper and many 
books and magazines reprinted [Berkeley’s poem] in its entirety 
at some time during the third quarter of the eighteenth century. 
Berkeley’s metaphors of Translation—a growing plant, a genial 
rising sun, the final act of a drama—seeped into colonial speech, 
so that diaries, orations, poems, and conversation everywhere in 
the period register a prophetic awareness of growth.”32
 An important part of the translatio imperii narrative as 
Berkeley and others applied it to America was the belief that the 
British Empire was in decline.33 This widespread belief was based 
largely on Sallust’s analysis of Roman history and his contention 
that empires have a natural life span—they rise and fall according 
to cycles of expansion, glory, corruption, overextension, and decay. 
This narrative is evident in the criticisms of the Cromwellian 
Protectorate that surfaced in the 1650s and denounced the 
Protectorate’s unsuccessful Western Design in the Spanish 
Caribbean and, more generally, its failed attempt to balance impe-
rium and libertas.34 Berkeley himself discussed the degeneration 
of England in “An Essay towards Preventing the Ruin of Great 
Britain,” published anonymously in 1721. The opening sentence 
first refers to the recent financial disaster caused by the South Sea 
Bubble and then concludes, “we are actually undone, and lost to 
all sense of our true interest.” The rest of the essay elaborates on 
the corruption of English values and predicts England’s inevitable 
demise: “we are doomed to be undone,” he bemoans.35
 In the context of this decline, Berkeley brought attention to 
the role of the American colonies. His remedy for the doomed 
British Empire, articulated in A Proposal for the Better Supplying of 
Churches in Our Foreign Plantations and for Converting the Savage 
Americans to Christianity by a College in the Summer Islands (1725), 
was to establish a missionary seminary on the island of Bermuda 
which would serve as an isolated, pristine, incorruptible base from 
which to launch an English imperial advance on the American 
continent.36 America, in Berkeley’s view, was a clean slate upon 
 Columbus and the Republican Empire 79
which could be written the virtues of England’s empire, the civic 
virtues that were encoded in the Bill of Rights but were now 
corrupt in Britain. Hence, while Berkeley portrays Europe in 
“Verses” as “decay[ed]” and “barren” to the point that “the Muse” 
who dwells there is “disgusted,” he presents America as the site of 
the last of the five great empires:
Westward the course of empire takes its way,
The four first acts already past
A fifth shall close the drama with the day;
Time’s noblest offspring is the last.37
 It is important to recognize that Berkeley’s prediction of the 
future glorious America is fully British. His poem “explain[s] 
and justif[ies] the expansion of British imperial power.”38 In fact, 
Berkeley’s “Verses” about the westward movement of the empire to 
America was composed during the Parliamentary debate about his 
Bermuda project. Its subject deals with the very beginnings of the 
idea of the British Empire.39 It was believed that English political 
liberties, the sciences, and the arts would flee to the colonies. (The 
original title of Berkeley’s “Verses” emphasized this migration: 
“America; or The Muse’s Refuge: A Prophecy in Six Verses.”) This 
translatio libertatis et studii would make England’s North American 
colonies the new “seat of empire,” that is, “the British Empire in 
America” or “the British Empire of America.”40 Anglo-Americans 
who shared this line of thinking often saw themselves as more 
British than their corrupt counterparts in England. But they still 
saw themselves as part of England’s political framework. It was 
not until the 1770s, when the political crisis between England and 
its colonies became acute, that colonists began to advocate political 
separation in order to maintain their Britishness.41
 The Britishness of empire is evident in some of the texts that 
were discussed earlier in this chapter. Consider, for example, 
Freneau and Brackenridge’s On the Rising Glory. The translatio 
imperii et studii to America is clearly described—“Dominion” leaves 
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the empires of the east, then Britain, and now “hastens onward to 
th’ American shores”—yet the poets who composed the poem in 
1771 identify themselves as “we the sons of Britain.” They employ 
Columbus in this poem to sing the story of England’s renovated 
empire in America, which will be “the seat of empire the abode 
of kings.”42 The empire described in Timothy Dwight’s America 
is similarly British. He prefaces the description of that empire, 
whose sons will be “like Columbus” and whose glory and territo-
rial expanse will be like Rome’s, with a section praising the British 
victory in the French and Indian War: “At length these realms the 
British scepter own, / And bow submissive at great GEORGE’S 
throne.” 43 Dwight’s version of America’s “rising glory” was, 
in the words of one scholar, “a glory conceived as an exten-
sion of Britannia’s Protestant sway and submissiveness ‘at great 
GEORGE’S throne.’ ” 44 Dwight had yet to declare his support 
for independence, which according to his own account he did in 
1775. After that, in 1777, while he was a chaplain in the Connecticut 
Continental Brigade, Dwight composed his ode “Columbia,” 
whose title takes on the feminized form of Columbus’s name, 
which I discuss later and which continues the “rising glory” theme 
but refers to an independent American empire:
COLUMBIA! Columbia! to glory arise,
The queen of the world and the child of the skies!
Thy genius commands thee, with raptures behold,
While ages on ages thy splendor unfold.
Thy reign is the last and the noblest of time,
Most fruitful thy soil, most inviting thy clime;
Let the crimes of the east ne’er encrimson thy name,
Be freedom, and science, and virtue thy fame.45
Again we note here that empire in America, while still British, is 
distinct from European empire because its fame is rooted in “free-
dom,” “science,” and “virtue.”
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 The flurry of cultural production related to Columbus from 
the 1770s on in British America and then the United States 
has been well documented.46 After independence, Columbus 
became a symbol of the new nation that safeguarded what were 
considered English liberties by replacing the monarchical sys-
tem with a republic. American revolutionaries sought to purge 
the English empire of its faults, to replicate that empire without 
the weaknesses inherent in a monarchical system that doomed 
the attempt to secure both imperial grandeur and liberty. In the 
late eighteenth century, representations of Columbus contin-
ued British Americans’ identification not only with empire and 
the imperial ideal but also with a republican system. Herein lies 
what was unique in American representations of Columbus: his 
ties to empire, discursively constructed through the centuries, 
remained intact, yet he was now also held up as a democratic, 
anti- monarchical symbol.
 The coexistence of republican liberty and empire, which is at 
the heart of the American Columbus, is also at the center of the 
discourse of the American Revolution, and its origins lie in the 
ideology of the British Empire itself. As David Armitage has 
deftly illustrated, “British republicans  .  .  . attempted to recon-
cile the convergent, but antagonistic, claims of empire and lib-
erty in the century between the Elizabethan fin-de-siècle and 
the Glorious Revolution, and beyond.” However, that attempt, 
according to contemporary critics like James Harrington, failed 
when the Cromwellian Protectorate did not safeguard liber-
ties while expanding its imperium.47 British Americans, who 
had inherited the republican notion of empire embraced by 
the English, believed that they alone could reconcile imperium 
and libertas because they were free of the flaws of monarchy. 
Jefferson’s “empire for liberty,” which was at the foundation of the 
political experiment embraced by the framers of the new nation, 
was, in the words of Jefferson scholar Peter Onuf, “an empire 
without a metropolis, a regime of consent, not coercion.”48
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 One of the rhetorical moves that made possible the combina-
tion of the imperial and the republican in the figure of Columbus 
in the British American context had already been performed in 
the Columbian interpretive tradition. This is the characteriza-
tion of Columbus as a victim of the Spanish monarchs, or at least 
of Ferdinand. We see this portrayal in Columbus’s own writings, 
in Peter Martyr’s Decades, and in Ferdinand Columbus’s biogra-
phy of his father. All of these texts were widely used as sources 
by historiographers like Eden, Hakluyt, and Robertson. Their 
works were in turn read by generations that followed. In British 
America, a notable early expression of this characterization of 
Columbus is Freneau’s “Pictures of Columbus.”
 The popularity of the translatio imperii trope and the adop-
tion of Columbus in the translatio narrative in British America 
reflect the centrality of empire in contemporary political thought 
in British America. The impulse to expand westward into the 
interior of the continent, already evident in seven colonial char-
ters and expressed throughout the eighteenth century before 
independence was declared—most notably in the wars involv-
ing territorial disputes with the French and native populations—, 
was popularly understood as a movement toward empire. Since 
the Romans, the term “empire” has been associated with great 
swaths of territory.49 One of the primary definitions of “empire” 
in the Oxford English Dictionary, first appearing in the year 1297, 
is: “An extensive territory (esp. an aggregate of many separate 
states) under the sway of an emperor or supreme ruler; also, an 
aggregate of subject territories ruled over by a sovereign state.”50 
British Americans’ desire to conquer more territory is famously 
expressed in Benjamin Franklin’s pamphlet entitled Observations 
Concerning the Increase of Mankind, which was published in 1751, 
twenty years before Freneau and Brackenridge’s A Poem, On the 
Rising Glory of America. In this piece Franklin predicts that the 
English population in the colonies will double every twenty 
years and that, although it would take “many ages,” the English 
would eventually colonize the entire continent.51 The important 
 Columbus and the Republican Empire 83
point here is that the drive to acquire more territory, to acquire 
what was imagined as an empire of extensive territory, was pres-
ent long before independence was declared in 1776. The acquisi-
tion of the trans-Appalachian territory, so skillfully negotiated 
by American representatives in the 1783 Treaty of Paris, set the 
new nation’s territorial boundaries far beyond the settled cities of 
the eastern seaboard and was the legal expression of this drive to 
empire. In Habits of Empire: A History of American Expansion, his-
torian Walter Nugent argues that this territorial acquisition was 
“an absolutely essential platform for America’s further expansion.” 
Moreover, he writes, it was an early expression of “manifest des-
tiny,” this notion that America had a God-given mission to rule 
the continent as a great empire:
American assumptions that Transappalachia was indivisibly part 
of their territory went far back in time to the colonial charters. 
They also rested on cultural attitudes about English Protestant 
civilization’s superiority to Catholic French and Spanish preten-
sions and, more to the day-to-day point, to Indian “savagery.” . . . 
The American romance with Transappalachia included land-
grabbing and moneymaking, but it was hardly just that. It 
involved patriotism, and even more, many thought, the ful-
fillment of the plans of God and Nature for America. Diverse 
American voices—religious, cultural, and economic—converged 
in the assumption that Transappalachia was and had to be 
American.52
While the term “manifest destiny” was coined much later, in 1845, 
the sense that British Americans had a right to the continent 
that would become home to an extensive American empire was 
present at the beginning of the nation and, indeed, long before 
then when a British Empire was envisioned. This sense nourished 
 policies of Indian removal and fed into the ideologies that under-
wrote the War of 1812, the Monroe Doctrine, and the long list 
of attempts to take over foreign territory during the nineteenth 
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and twentieth centuries. It is no wonder that Columbus, who had 
always been interpreted as a figure of empire, became so popular 
in British America during the last third of the eighteenth century.
Washington Irving
One of the most influential nineteenth-century texts that helped 
make the Columbus legend part of the United States’ national 
story was Washington Irving’s Life and Voyages of Christopher 
Columbus. Irving was already a recognized author—his Sketch 
Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent. (which includes his famous “Rip 
Van Winkle”) was published in 1819—when he was invited in 
1826 by the American Minister to Spain to translate into English 
Martín Fernández de Navarrete’s recently published collection 
of documents about Columbus and Spain’s early explorations in 
the New World. Irving’s sojourn to Spain lasted three years, until 
1829, and included three months spent writing at the Alhambra. 
Upon his arrival, he almost immediately decided to write a biog-
raphy of Columbus instead of translating Navarrete’s volume, and 
he composed the work in less than two years.
 Published in 1828, Irving’s biography was the first extended 
study of Columbus written in English. It was immensely popu-
lar, going through 116 editions and reprints in its first eight 
decades. Its influence was much increased by the 1829 issue of 
Irving’s abridged edition, which was frequently used in schools 
and universities. Irving’s most important sources were Ferdinand 
Columbus’s biography and Bartolomé de las Casas’s Historia de las 
Indias, both of which draw from Martyr’s Decades. The Columbus 
described in Irving’s account represents the values of the new 
republic: he is a self-made man who became successful, despite 
many obstacles in his path, by virtue of his goodness, genius, hard 
work, and faith in science and the benefits of commerce.53 Take, 
for example, the following passage from the end of chapter 1, 
which describes Columbus’s general character:
 Columbus and the Republican Empire 85
He was one of those men of strong natural genius, who from 
having to contend at their very outset with privations and 
impediments, acquire an intrepidity in encountering and a 
facility in vanquishing difficulties, throughout their career. Such 
men learn to effect great purposes with small means, supply-
ing this deficiency by the resources of their own energy and 
invention. This, from his earliest commencement, throughout 
the whole of his life, was one of the remarkable features in the 
history of Columbus. In every undertaking, the scantiness and 
apparent insufficiency of his means enhance the grandeur of his 
achievements.54
 Irving’s Columbus, including his association with empire, 
conformed to the values of the new nation. Only five years before 
the biography’s publication in 1828, President James Monroe 
openly articulated the nation’s imperialist agenda in what became 
known as the “Monroe Doctrine,” which warned Europe that 
“the American continents  .  .  . are henceforth not to be consid-
ered as subjects for future colonization by any European pow-
ers.” Irving’s Columbus-turned-American-hero was very much 
an imperial figure. Following the model whereby Columbus is 
portrayed as a new Aeneas, Irving quotes the famous passage 
from Seneca’s Medea in his epigraph, setting up the characteri-
zation of Columbus as founder of empire. We note the manner 
in which Irving follows Las Casas’s description of Columbus’s 
entry into Barcelona as a Roman conqueror who has just won 
more territory for the Empire: “His entrance into this noble city 
has been compared to one of those triumphs which the Romans 
were accustomed to decree to conquerors.”55 Shortly after this 
description, Irving repeats Las Casas’s description of Columbus 
as he meets Ferdinand and Isabel: “At length Columbus entered 
the hall, surrounded by a brilliant crowd of cavaliers, among 
whom, says Las Casas, he was conspicuous for his stately and 
commanding person, which with his countenance rendered 
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venerable by his gray hairs, gave him the august appearance of a 
senator of Rome.”56 Irving again portrays Columbus as a founder 
of empire in his last chapter, “Observations on the Character of 
Columbus”:
His conduct as a discoverer was characterized by the grandeur of 
his views, and the magnanimity of his spirit. Instead of scouring 
the newly found countries, like a grasping adventurer eager only 
for immediate gain, as was too generally the case with contem-
porary discoverers, he sought to ascertain their soil and produc-
tions, their rivers and harbours. He was desirous of colonizing 
and cultivating them, of conciliating and civilizing the natives, of 
building cities, introducing the useful arts, subjecting every thing 
to the control of law, order and religion, and thus of founding 
regular and prosperous empires.57
This passage is consistent with the Black Legend in distin-
guishing Columbus from other “contemporary discoverers” who 
are here described as “eager only for immediate gain.” Irving’s 
Columbus, in contrast, has superior motives. Most importantly, 
he is an empire builder: a new Aeneas who is “colonizing and cul-
tivating,” “civilizing the natives” by imposing his “law, order and 
religion,” “building cities,” and “thus . . . founding . . . empires.”
 Irving’s Columbus also provides a lesson on the faults of 
monarchical government. His message is clear: because societies 
based on hereditary kingship and nobility do not value individual 
liberty and enterprise, the ingenious, hard-working Columbus 
is scorned by “the cold and calculating Ferdinand,” “a sovereign 
who was so ungratefully neglecting him.”58 At the end of his life, 
Columbus is infirm, destitute, and offered no assistance from the 
Crown, whose empire he increased. “We can scarcely believe,” 
Irving declares, “that this is the discoverer of the New World, 
broken down by infirmities and impoverished in his old age, by 
his very discoveries; that the man who had added such vast and 
wealthy regions to the crown who is the individual thus wearily 
 Columbus and the Republican Empire 87
and vainly applying to the court of Spain for his dues, and plead-
ing almost like a culprit, in cases wherein he had been so fla-
grantly injured.”59 As he describes Columbus on his deathbed, 
Irving reminds the reader that the admiral is the son of a repub-
lic (Genoa), subtly suggesting that his origins explain not only 
his values and his character but also his aptness as a symbol of 
the United States.60
Nineteenth-Century Painting
After Irving, there was an explosion of cultural production with 
Columbus as its subject. Much of the artwork installed dur-
ing the nineteenth century at the nation’s capital, for example, 
threw into sharp relief Columbus’s status as a national symbol of 
empire. Take, for example, John Vanderlyn’s well-known paint-
ing, Landing of Columbus at the Island of Guanahani, West Indies, 
October 12th, 1492 (see Figure 1). Prominently displayed on the 
east wall of the Capitol Rotunda, Vanderlyn’s painting shows 
Columbus taking possession of the New World for Spain. In one 
hand he brandishes a sword, and in the other he plants the royal 
flag of Ferdinand and Isabel. Natives, in awe or fear, hide behind 
a nearby tree. The painting portrays a paradigmatic moment of 
imperial conquest of the savage other. “The Italian navigator,” 
in the words of Vivien Green Fryd, “has invaded the Arawack’s 
[sic] territory, the darkened area [of the painting], bringing Old 
World civilization, represented by the highlighted shore and 
ocean. Not only are the Indians smaller than the dominant arriv-
als, but they are also painted with thinly applied pigment with 
loose edges, unlike the more hardened contours of the sculptur-
ally defined central figures.”61 It is telling that this painting was 
commissioned for the Capitol in 1837, fourteen years after the 
Monroe Doctrine and seven years after the Indian Removal Act 
of the Jackson administration. As Fryd notes, “the subject mat-
ter and iconography of much of the art in the Capitol” is con-
sistent with the messages of Vanderlyn’s painting, promoting 
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a “remarkably coherent program of the early course of North 
American empire, from the [European] discovery and settlement 
to the national development and westward expansion that neces-
sitated [or, more appropriately, resulted in] the subjugation of the 
indigenous peoples.”62 We should not be surprised to see much 
of Columbus in this artwork, including the Columbus Doors, 
designed by Randolph Rogers and installed in 1863 and 1871.
 Like Vanderlyn’s painting, which is hanging nearby, the first 
panel of Constantino Brumidi’s frieze depicting the course of 
American history also illustrates Columbus’s taking possession of 
the New World for Spain (see Figure 2). The frieze was commis-
sioned by the supervising engineer of the Capitol extension (1853–
59), Montgomery C. Meigs, who described the design of the 
frieze’s historical episodes to Secretary of War Jefferson Davis:
Figure 1. John Vanderlyn, Landing of Columbus at the Island of Guanahani, West Indies, 
October 12th, 1492. Courtesy of the Architect of the Capitol.
 Columbus and the Republican Empire 89
Figure 2. Constantino Brumidi, et al. Frieze of American History, Landing of 
Columbus. Courtesy of the Architect of the Capitol.
The gradual progress of a continent from the depths of barba-
rism to the height of civilization; the rude and barbarous civili-
zation of some of the Ante-Columbian tribes; the contests of the 
Aztecs with their less civilized predecessors; their own conquest 
by the Spanish race; the wilder state of the hunter tribes of our 
own regions; the discovery, settlement, wars, treaties, the gradual 
advance of the white, and retreat of the red races; our own revo-
lutionary and other struggles, with the illustration of the higher 
achievements of our present civilization.63
 Within this narrative as expressed by Meigs, Columbus plays 
a role we are familiar with: the bringer of “civilization,” which was 
understood as European and white and imposed by imperial con-
quest. This is also the narrative told by Brumidi’s lunette, Columbus 
and the Indian Maiden (c. 1875), painted above the chamber doors 
of the Senate Committee on Indian Affairs (see Figure 3). In this 
fresco, a patriarchal Columbus stands above a seated Indian woman. 
In his hand is a rolled parchment, likely the record of his having 
taken possession of the new territory he “discovered.” He lifts her 
veil, and she leans away from him as if his advance is unwanted. 
The scene, regardless of Brumidi’s intent, alludes to the white man’s 
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disrobing and rape of the indigenous female and is symbolic of the 
policies of “removal” advocated by the senate committee whose 
members passed under Brumidi’s fresco.
 In the nineteenth century, the allegorical, female figure of 
Columbia became popular. As discussed in the Introduction, 
the term “Columbia” has a long history. In an effort to honor 
Amerigo Vespucci and following in the tradition of designat-
ing continents with feminine Latin nouns (e.g., Europa, Asia, 
Africa), Martin Waldseemüller was the first to employ the name 
“America” on a map he made in 1507. Shortly thereafter, and for 
centuries to come, the term “Columbia” and its many variants 
Figure 3. Constantino Brumidi, Columbus and the Indian Maiden. Courtesy of 
the Architect of the Capitol.
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were proposed as alternative names for the continent that many 
believed should honor Columbus instead of Vespucci. The term 
“Columbia” became a synonym in English of “America” well 
before the Revolution. I disagree with those who argue that the 
name “Columbia” became so common that it lost all association 
with Christopher Columbus.64 Rather, we should keep in mind 
Columbus’s role as stock character in the dominant Western nar-
rative of conquest and empire building.
 To substantiate this observation, let us consider the 1872 
painting by John Gast entitled American Progress (see Figure 4). 
This painting was commissioned by publisher George A. Crofutt, 
whose magazine Crofutt’s Western World and guidebooks about 
the West were integral in marketing the western territories to the 
Figure 4. John Gast, American Progress. Courtesy of the Autry National Center of the 
American West.
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nation. Crofutt, who produced chromolithographs of the painting 
to include in his magazine and guidebooks, instructed Gast on 
the elements to include in the painting and even what it should 
be titled.65 The work features the feminine Columbia, represent-
ing the United States, with the “Star of Empire” on her forehead, 
flying effortlessly westward (toward the left of the painting) as 
she leads the white settlers in the conquest of territory held by 
now-fleeing natives. The right side of the painting, the east, where 
the light of civilization shines, contrasts with the darkness of the 
left side, the west, where there are “savages” yet to be conquered. 
Columbia, an emblem for the United States’ westward-advancing 
empire, holds a book, symbolic of the translatio studii, and she 
brings technology with her, stringing telegraph wires and leading 
trains in her wake. The scene captures the meaning of Columbus 
as a symbol of empire in the nineteenth-century United States.
World’s Columbian 
Exposition, Chicago 1893
The United States’ insatiable appetite for foreign territory since 
its inception has been well documented.66 By the end of the 
nineteenth century, the United States already had more than 
a century of experience with “empire building,” to use Nugent’s 
term. First was the acquisition of Trans-Appalachia, realized in 
the peace treaties of 1782 and 1783 that ended the Revolutionary 
War. This was followed by constant acquisitions, the territories of 
Louisiana, Florida, Texas, Oregon, and Alaska among them. By 
the last decade of the nineteenth century, the United States had 
expanded across the continent and was eyeing Hawaii. The last 
major battle of the “Indian wars” at Wounded Knee occurred in 
1890. According to data collected in the census of that year, the 
frontier had closed. Looking at this scenario in his famous essay 
“The Significance of the Frontier in American History,” Frederick 
Jackson Turner declared that continued expansion, now abroad 
instead of “domestic” expansion, was necessary to guarantee the 
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prosperous future of the nation. Turner presented his essay at 
a fitting venue: the World’s Columbian Exposition of 1893, a 
world’s fair celebrating Columbus and marking the apogee of his 
popularity in the United States.
 This event was initially planned for 1892 to celebrate the 
quadricentennial of Columbus’s “discovery” of America, but its 
ambitious size and scope required that it be postponed one year. 
Approximately twenty-seven million people attended the fair, 
which contained over 250 thousand displays. It was one in a series 
of world’s fairs, beginning with London’s 1851 Crystal Palace 
Exhibition, that became increasingly popular as industrialized 
nations sought to expand their economic activities and influence 
overseas. World’s fairs articulated especially well nationalist dis-
courses of imperialism and were particularly important before the 
advent of mass communication media because of their capacity 
to expose large numbers of people to a coherent interpretation of 
the nation and its role in the world. Organized and promoted by 
the socio-economic elites of economically advanced nations of the 
West, fairs were, as Robert Rydell explains with regard to these 
fairs in the United States, both “symbolic edifices” and “triumphs 
of hegemony.” Rydell, citing Antonio Gramsci, defines the term 
“hegemony” as “the exercise of economic and political power in 
cultural terms by the established leaders of American society and 
the ‘spontaneous’ consent given by the great masses of the popu-
lation to the general direction imposed on social life by the domi-
nant fundamental group; this content is ‘historically’ caused by the 
prestige (and consequent confidence) which the dominant group 
enjoys because of its position and function in the world of pro-
duction.” Rydell concludes that “world’s fairs performed a hege-
monic function precisely because they propagated the ideas and 
values of the country’s political, financial, corporate, and intellec-
tual leaders and offered these ideas as the proper interpretation of 
social and political reality.”67
 The elites who organized and promoted the Chicago World’s 
Exposition propagated their hegemonic views about what was 
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“civilized” and “barbaric,” what was “history” and what was 
“knowledge.” According to one contemporary history of the 
Exposition, “Among monuments marking the progress of civili-
zation throughout the ages, the World’s Columbian Exposition 
of 1893 will ever stand conspicuous. Gathered here are the forces 
which move humanity and make history, the ever-shifting  powers 
that fit new thoughts to new conditions, and shape the destinies 
of mankind.”68 The emphasis in this statement on “the prog-
ress of civilization” reminds us of the translatio imperii narrative 
that is now told by the United States citizen “victor,” using the 
term as David Quint does, and imperial subject. That subject 
benefited from and promoted the expansion of Western capital-
ism and Western epistemology. The figure of Columbus, I have 
argued here, has always found a comfortable home within the dis-
courses of imperialism. He himself, after all, played an important 
role in the expansion of the European economic system across the 
Atlantic and the beginnings of the modern capitalist system.
 The figure of Columbus at the Chicago Exposition was an 
especially apt conduit for the imperialist discourse of the day. 
Although the tradition by which Columbus had been inter-
preted for centuries had changed in the United States, where he 
had become a symbol of the republic, his status as conqueror and 
his association with empire—as a stock protagonist in the narra-
tive of the translatio imperii—remained. Many of the poems and 
speeches presented at the Exposition’s October 1892 opening cer-
emonies characterized Columbus as the agent responsible for the 
westward transfer of empire. We are familiar with this Columbus 
from our survey of earlier portrayals of him in US literature. One 
example is The Columbian Oration, delivered by Chauncey M. 
Depew, an unsuccessful candidate for the 1888 Republican Party 
presidential nomination. After first crediting the explorer with 
“the planting, the nurture and the expansion of civil and reli-
gious liberty” in America, Depew soon turned his attention to 
the translatio imperii trope, addressing history’s record of empires 
that had been conquered and replaced by new ones to the west.69 
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“Ancient history,” Depew asserted, “is a dreary record of unsta-
ble civilizations. Each reached its zenith of material splendor, and 
perished. The Assyrian, Persian, Egyptian, Grecian and Roman 
Empires were proofs of the possibilities and limitations of man 
for conquest and intellectual development.” These empires oper-
ated by force, and “their destruction involved a sum of misery and 
relapse which made their creation rather a curse than a blessing.” 
In contrast, Depew claimed, the empire in the United States was 
superior to those of the past largely because of the influence of 
Christianity. Most importantly for our purposes, it was made pos-
sible by Columbus: “The spirit of equality of all men before God 
and the law, moved westward from Calvary with its revolutionary 
influence upon old institutions, to the Atlantic Ocean. Columbus 
carried it westward across the seas.”70
 In the course of Depew’s speech, a contradiction arises 
between his negative portrayal of empire and his subsequent 
characterization of the United States as both empire and home 
of republican liberty. Depew attempts to negotiate this contra-
diction by characterizing Columbus, the imperial agent, as the 
unknowing transporter of the spirit of democracy. The seed of 
democracy is a stowaway on Columbus’ ship: “Individual intelli-
gence and independent conscience . . . were the passengers upon 
the caravels of Columbus, and he was unconsciously making for 
the port of civil and religious liberty.”71 Columbus’s ignorance 
allows him to be the symbol of both empire and the res publica. 
Depew can thus compare Columbus not only to the imperial rul-
ers Caesar, Charlemagne, and William the Conqueror, but also 
to the national heroes Washington and Lincoln. Columbus, in 
Depew’s rendition, serves as a hinge connecting the nation with 
both empire and Europe.
 At the Exposition’s second opening ceremonies, held in May 
of 1893, Columbus was yet again portrayed as playing a key role 
in the translatio imperii and the rise of the nation as empire. This 
time it was Thomas Brower Peacock who interpreted Columbus 
in this manner in The Columbian Ode, which won first prize in 
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an international poetry contest sponsored by the Exposition’s 
Board of Managers. At the end of this poem—the main the-
matic concern of which is the United States as the fifth and 
final empire of world history—the “Star of Empire” unambigu-
ously alights in America after moving west through Asia, Greece, 
Rome, and Germany.72 The primary role of Columbus in the 
transfer of empire to America is alluded to by the poem’s title as 
well as by the portrayal of Columbus as the national hero who 
caused nothing less than the rebirth of man and the redefini-
tion of empire itself. The Columbian Ode begins by alluding to the 
Exposition’s benevolent imperial mission “to all nations” to which 
it “extend[s] . . . the hand of fellowship”:
Here Peace her olive branch now brings,
An offering to all nations,
And from the tips of her white wings
Fall Love’s own sweet ovations.
By power of song, we here extend, impearled,
The hand of fellowship to all the world.73
These lines echo the Exposition’s interpretation of the imposition 
of US power abroad as the generous gift of civilization. The impe-
rialist message, which the Exposition articulates in part through 
its manipulations of the figure of Columbus, is first supported in 
the poem by Peacock’s naming of his audience as a “congress of 
imperial minds.” After characterizing the nation as the benevo-
lent friend “to all the world,” the first stanza establishes the 
importance of “westward movement” (“Westward the pilgrim 
millions go / From out the shadows of the throne—/ Far from 
the lands of legends old they teem, / To bathe and live in Hope’s 
immortal dream”). This movement to the west is associated in the 
poem with escape from tyranny (“From out of the shadows of the 
throne”) and progress, a sine qua non of the translatio imperii nar-
rative, according to which each empire conquers and improves 
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upon the previous one. The language of power in the first stanza 
(“power,” “to all the world,” “throne,” “imperial,” “kings”) under-
scores the message in the following stanzas that the United States 
is an empire, yet one unlike those that preceded it.74
 The poem then traces the history of empire before it reached 
America’s shores. It is a history of war and death, and the situa-
tion improves only with the appearance of Columbus, who enters 
the poem at its midpoint. Peacock insinuates that in bringing 
empire to America, Columbus is responsible for the rebirth of 
the individual and his ultimate rise to power: “Not till Columbus 
crossed the watery main, / Did man, renascent, his true domin-
ion gain.”75 The poet’s message is supported by the imperial reso-
nances of the word “dominion”: not only was the Latin variant of 
the term used in the legal code of the Roman Empire to denote 
ownership, but it was also used in the British Empire to refer to 
overseas territories under the Crown’s control.
 Like the contradictions in Depew’s speech, the contradiction 
in Peacock’s poem regarding the idea of the nation as an “empire of 
liberty” requires a slight modification of the translatio imperii nar-
rative in which Columbus is the protagonist. Early in the poem, 
Peacock portrays emperors as tyrants, clearly indicting imperial 
power itself with the crimes of war and murder. This creates dif-
ficulties later in the poem when the empire of the United States 
is extolled. Peacock’s solution is to position this empire “above the 
dust of empires and the crash of worlds.” He thus reconceptual-
izes empire in the United States, casting it as an empire sui generis. 
Affirming its essentially democratic nature, he writes: “Here all are 
crowned—no potentate alone—/ Each separate altar-fire itself a 
peerless throne.”76 In Peacock’s version of American antimonar-
chical republicanism, the imperium of the sovereign is granted 
to the people. The sovereign is thus severed from the concept of 
empire, but the sovereign’s imperium is preserved in the people, all 
of whom are now “kings.” Columbus makes possible this vision in 
Peacock’s poem of the United States as an imperial nation-state.
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 The Exposition’s geographical layout and architecture also 
conveyed the notion that Columbus, imperial conqueror, was 
an apt symbol for the contemporary United States. The central-
ized cluster of buildings that housed the major exhibits of the 
Exposition was dubbed the “White City,” because the buildings 
were covered in white plaster of paris. Its neoclassical buildings 
and Greek and Roman statutes reminded fairgoers of the trans-
latio imperii narrative: while the seat of empire had once been 
Greece and then Rome, Columbus had brought it westward to 
the United States. The focal point of the White City was the 
Court of Honor. Here, in the middle of the Exposition’s central 
lake, on a forty-foot-high base, stood the colossal sixty-five-foot-
high Statue of the Republic, a gilded, robed woman who sym-
bolically controlled the world as she grasped the globe in one 
hand and the staff of power in the other. Behind her towered The 
Columbus Quadriga, an impressive statue featuring Columbus 
arriving at the Exposition as a triumphant Roman emperor in a 
horse-drawn chariot (see Figure 5). Lastly, the central basin dis-
played The Columbian Fountain, which featured the allegorical fig-
ure of “Columbia” seated on the “Barge of State,” a ship pulled by 
the “Sea horses of Commerce” and oared by the Industries and 
the Arts (see Figure 6). These statues, together with the neoclas-
sical architecture and classical allusions of the Court of Honor, 
contributed to the Exposition’s construction of Columbus as a 
symbol of republican empire.
 Outside the confines of the White City, the symbolic heart 
of “civilization” where Columbus was on display in a multitude of 
venues and forms, was the twelve-block-long Midway. Here the 
inhabitants of barbarous non-industrialized nations were isolated 
and on display in several “ethnological villages.” The foreigners on 
display at the Chicago Exposition functioned as the flip side of the 
“civilized” world (read: capitalist, white, Western/European) touted 
in the White City. By their difference, these foreigners defined 
what it meant to be civilized, and their lack of civilization rendered 
them objects to be both feared and dominated (see Figure 7).
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 The practice of exhibiting foreigners at world’s fairs, all of 
which were hosted by colonial powers, did not originate with the 
Chicago Exposition. Burton Benedict writes that “almost with-
out exception the major international exhibitions were sponsored 
by nations with colonial dependencies. Each displayed its colo-
nies, or its internally colonized peoples, to its home population, 
to its rivals and to the world at large.”77 At the Paris Exposition 
of 1889, Otis Mason, the US delegate from the Smithsonian 
who was later involved in planning the Chicago Exposition, was 
impressed with the display of France’s colonized subjects.78 The 
decision to imitate these exhibits in Chicago by installing a series 
Figure 5. Daniel C. French and E. C. Potter, The Columbus Quadriga. Courtesy of the 
Paul V. Galvin Library at the Illinois Institute of Technology.
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Figure 6. Frederick MacMonnies, The Columbian Fountain. Courtesy of the Paul V. 
Galvin Library at the Illinois Institute of Technology.
of “ethnological villages” reveals the extent to which Mason and 
other planners identified, whether consciously or not, the United 
States with imperial France: like France, America was an empire.
 Many fairgoers had never before seen the different peoples 
on display at the Exposition. In this, they were like those who 
witnessed Columbus’s return to Spain in 1493, when he paraded 
through the streets with a sampling of the booty he had found 
in the New World, including Amerindians, parrots, stuffed ani-
mals, and plants. If we consider the fairgoer’s experience in view-
ing these displays as an introduction to the world’s “barbarous” 
others, we can see how these exhibits worked together with the 
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Figure 7. The South Sea Islanders. Courtesy of the Paul V. Galvin Library at the Illinois 
Institute of Technology.
Exposition’s discourse about Columbus to construct the United 
States as an empire and the fairgoer as imperial subject. Like 
European “cabinets of curiosities,” which displayed items col-
lected from the uncivilized world, the collections of foreigners at 
the Exposition revealed the nation’s dominance over a microcos-
mic reflection of the diversity of the world. The acts of collecting, 
categorizing as “other,” and displaying these peoples articulated 
the dominance of the United States, which set the terms of what 
was civilized and what was not. The Exposition deemed these 
peoples “ethnological” and worthy of exhibition because they 
were the foreign others who fell within the sphere of the nation’s 
dominance.
 Organized by the Exposition’s Department of Ethnography, the 
“ethnological villages” were placed on the entertainment-oriented 
102 The Legacy of Christopher Columbus in the Americas
Midway, which contributed to the interpretation of the foreigners 
as abnormal and uncivilized “curiosities” that existed outside the 
framework of the “civilized” world. The Midway offered an array of 
entertainment and exotic shows. Visitors could amuse themselves 
by riding the world’s first Ferris wheel, viewing belly dancers and 
sword fights, or riding camels. Cosmopolitan magazine editor John 
Brisben Walker emphasized the contrast between the “playground” 
of the Midway and the White City, which he termed a “university” 
because it educated the fairgoer:
But is it [the Exposition] all work and no play? On the con-
trary, after his morning at the university has been spent in study, 
the student wends his way to the playground, the Plaisance. . . . 
Hither have come the nations of the earth to minister to his 
enjoyment: the Arab, on his splendid steed with nostrils dilated 
and champing at the bit, spurs, blunted lance in hand, gallops 
after his fellow. And we may see the sports of the desert and take 
part in the applause which comes up from the encampment of 
Arab women and children on the other side of the enclosure, 
when one spearman has planted his blunted lance fairly in the 
back of the man he is pursuing.79
In this citation, the words associated with the White City, “uni-
versity” and “study,” are opposed to the “playground” of the 
Midway. The comprehensive scope of the collection of foreigners 
(“Hither have come the nations of the earth”) again reminds the 
reader that a microcosm of the world is assembled and controlled 
by the imperial collector. Only one foreign other, “the Arab,” is 
required as an example after the colon prompts the reader to 
expect a list of “the nations of the earth.” The Arab’s difference 
is effectively conflated with and deemed equivalent to the dif-
ferences of other foreigners. What is most important is not the 
unique identity of the Arab, but his status—like the status of all 
foreigners—as a subservient other that “minister[s] to” the “enjoy-
ment” of the American fairgoer (and, on a parallel level, US 
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foreign policy). Again we see that the foreigner is to be feared: he 
must be kept in an “enclosure,” and he carries a “lance,” which he 
“has planted . . . fairly in the back of the man he is pursuing.” And 
while his difference is to be feared, it also makes him a legitimate 
object of domination, a status which appears justified by the ease 
with which he can be dominated: that his lance is “blunted” sug-
gests that his otherness is manageable.
 Native Americans were displayed next to the Midway’s col-
lections of foreigners in separate exhibits. Because Native 
Americans were both popularly viewed and legally treated as 
colonized subjects, these displays helped to further legitimize the 
fairgoer’s identification as imperial subject. The nation’s history of 
internal colonization, of course, provided imperialists at the end 
of the nineteenth century with important rhetorical weaponry in 
their arguments for international expansion. They reasoned that 
the colonization of Native Americans had established a prece-
dent for colonialism abroad.80 The juxtaposition of the nation’s 
internally colonized peoples and other not-yet-colonized (or, in 
fact, financially colonized) foreigners on the Midway suggested 
that the nation was capable of and justified in imposing its power 
on both groups.
 The Midway’s messages regarding colonized Native Americans 
were reinforced by “Buffalo Bill’s Wild West,” the privately 
owned spectacle that operated a short distance from the Midway. 
The Wild West show featured historical protagonists and actors 
who reenacted important scenes from US history, beginning 
with the colonial period and ending with “Custer’s Last Fight.” 
The Wild West program claimed that it presented “the story of 
the gradual civilization of a vast continent,” an assertion that the 
public surely interpreted in light of the Massacre of Wounded 
Knee, which had occurred only three years earlier and marked 
for many the end of the conflict between Native Americans and 
European Americans, as well as the closing of the domestic fron-
tier.81 Columbus’s usefulness in the narrative of western expan-
sion presented at the Exposition was not lost on the promoters 
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of the Wild West show. John Burke, Buffalo Bill Cody’s publi-
cist, made the following analogy: “As Columbus was the pilot 
across the seas to discover a new world, such heroes as Boone, 
Fremont, Crockett, Kit Carson, and last, but by no means least, 
Cody, were the guides to the New World of the mighty West, 
and their names will go down in history as ‘Among the few, the 
immortal names / That were not born to die.’ ” 82 Portraits of 
Buffalo Bill and Columbus were even featured on Wild West sta-
tionery during its 1893 season. The portraits’ captions reveal the 
deliberate comparison constructed between Cody and Columbus: 
“Pilot of the Ocean, 15th Century—the First Pioneer” and “Guide 
of the Prairie, 19th Century—the Last Pioneer.” The Wild West 
show itself was framed at the beginning and end with a proces-
sion of “the Congress of Rough Riders of the World”: skilled 
horsemen, including US cavalrymen and Native Americans, led 
by Cody himself, who was described in the program as “Prince 
of the Border Men,” “King of the Scouts,” and even “King of all 
the Rough Riders of the World.” The staging of this procession 
declared the final victory of the white man over the savage Native 
American and, just as importantly, the latter’s submission to the 
expanding nation of the United States. Cody’s position of com-
mand at the head of the parade, Richard Slotkin notes, “was not 
merely personal but national, signifying the American assumption 
of a leading role in world affairs.”83
 By opening the field of inquiry and going beyond the Anglo-
American tradition, we find that the significance of Columbus in 
the United States had long been constructed by a transatlantic 
discourse that was originally created by Columbus himself, later 
perpetuated by historiographers and literati, and eventually taken 
up by writers in British America and then the United States. 
Through this discourse, British Americans and later United 
States citizens constructed Columbus as an archetype of a repub-
lican empire, and this rendered him uniquely suited to convey 
their imperial designs. As we have seen in this chapter, in the US 
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literary tradition and at the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition, 
Columbus was the protagonist in the centuries-old narrative of 
the westward transfer of empire. This portrayal squared ideologi-
cally with the fact that “manifest destiny” and imperial ambition 
have always had a central place in US public discourse. 
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 4 
Colombia: Discourses of 
Empire in Spanish America
Before Colombia was declared an independent state in 1819, the terms “Colombia” and “Colombiano” were used by many 
Spanish American patriots to mean “America” and “American,” 
just as the corresponding terms in English were used in the North. 
In Spanish America, however, these terms were used less fre-
quently than they were in the United States, where they denoted 
everything from rivers, mountains, and buildings to books, jour-
nals, symphonies, and universities. Although numerous cities in 
nearly every part of Spanish America adopted Columbus’s name, 
in the United States there were many more such places.1 The dif-
ferent roles that Columbus played in the rhetoric of the indepen-
dence and early national periods in Spanish and British America 
are explained not only by Columbus’s place in the historiographi-
cal traditions of the two regions but also, as I will demonstrate 
in the following chapter, by the different meanings of the term 
“empire” in the North and the South.
 In Spanish American history, Columbus was traditionally 
seen as the first representative of the Spanish Crown to arrive in 
the Americas. In the nineteenth century, when Spanish American 
Creoles sought political independence from Spain, these politi-
cal actors viewed Columbus primarily as a character very similar 
to the Columbus portrayed by Bartolomé de las Casas. He was 
not seen as an evil colonizer who started three centuries of politi-
cal domination (this characterization would require that Creoles 
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renounce their own Spanish ancestors and, indeed, many of their 
own claims to power). Instead, he was viewed as a hero who 
devoted himself to Spain, brought Christianity to the New World 
under its aegis, and then was neglected by its kings. There was no 
need, as in the United States, to construct an elaborate myth in 
order to incorporate Columbus into the story of the independent 
nations of Spanish America. He was already present—indeed he 
was the protagonist—at the crucial, founding moment of Creole 
Spanish American history (which denies the importance of pre-
Columbian history). His role in that moment was well known by 
Spanish American elites of the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies, most of whom had access to the same histories of Spain’s 
colonization of the New World that were popular in Spain itself, 
including those written by Peter Martyr, Bartolomé de las Casas, 
Ferdinand Columbus, and Antonio de Herrera. In addition, 
as did their counterparts to the north, Spanish Americans read 
William Robertson’s History of America even though, as David 
Brading writes, “Robertson’s narrative of the discovery of America 
and conquest of Mexico and Peru is little more than a paraphrase 
of Antonio Herrera’s Décadas.”2
Francisco de Miranda
Much of the credit for the employment of the figure of Columbus 
in Spanish American discourses in favor of political independence 
goes to one person: the colorful Venezuelan Francisco de Miranda 
(1750–1816). Known as the “precursor” of the Spanish American 
independence movements, Miranda was a privileged Venezuelan 
Creole who fully participated in the transatlantic republic of let-
ters and spent much of his life abroad advocating for Spanish 
American independence. Through Miranda, we can begin to trace 
the ways in which Columbus was employed in Spanish American 
discourse during the late colonial and early national periods.
 Like most Creole young men in Spanish America, Miranda 
was educated in the Greek and Roman classics, as well as in 
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European history and literature, including the Spanish pen-
insular tradition. Among the materials Miranda studied at 
the Universidad Real y Pontificia de Caracas were Antonio de 
Nebrija’s Gramática de la Lengua Castellana (1492) and the rheto-
ric of Cicero and Virgil. Throughout his life, he was an avid reader 
of texts in Spanish, French, English, Greek, and Latin. When he 
traveled he brought with him an extensive collection of books, 
to which he was always adding. Early in his life, Miranda pre-
dicted that his would be “a famous library.”3 According to his 
will, he intended to bequeath his collection to the University 
of Caracas. Some of the most important figures of the Spanish 
American independence movements, including Simón Bolívar, 
Andrés Bello, and José de San Martín, consulted the library at his 
London home. A catalog of its contents lists several books from 
which Miranda likely learned about Columbus: Peter Martyr’s De 
orbe novo (Miranda owned the English translations of both Eden 
[published in 1555] and Hakluyt [published in 1598]), Ferdinand 
Columbus’s biography of his father (Historie del F. Colombo e de 
fatti dell ’Ammiraglio Colombo, Venice 1676), William Robertson’s 
History of America (1777), and Antonio de Herrera’s Historia gen-
eral de los hechos de los castellanos en las islas y tierra firme del mar océ-
ano (also known as Historia de las Indias occidentales) (1728), which 
incorporates Bartolomé de las Casas’s account of Columbus from 
the Historia de las Indias.4 It is likely that Miranda also read Las 
Casas’s biography of Columbus in a manuscript version of the 
Historia de las Indias, which was not published until 1875 but 
which was commonly circulated in Spanish America during the 
eighteenth century.
 At the age of twenty, Miranda left Caracas to finish his edu-
cation in Europe. After almost two years, his father purchased the 
office of Capitan in Spain’s army for him, and Miranda served 
in North Africa and the peninsula until 1780 when, at the age of 
thirty, he was transferred to the Caribbean. There, he encountered 
firsthand the American Revolution. He witnessed the Battle of 
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Pensacola and acted as translator during negotiations with the 
British regarding the terms of the Spanish surrender. Miranda 
was later falsely accused of spying for the British, and he fled 
into exile, traveling through the United States in 1783 and 1784 
before returning to Europe. As Karen Racine notes in her prob-
ing biography, Miranda often “managed to be at the center of 
events when a historic moment occurred.”5 He became the con-
fidant of Catherine the Great, witnessed the French Revolution, 
and was commissioned as a general in the French army. All the 
while he never relented in his attempt to persuade those he 
met—many of the famous intellectual and political figures of the 
Age of Revolution—of the righteousness of Spanish American 
independence.
 Miranda lived in the London home of Joel Barlow, author of 
The Vision of Columbus (published in 1787), from June 1789 through 
September 1791. While the catalog of Miranda’s library does not 
list The Vision of Columbus (the only work of Barlow’s listed is 
Advice to Privileged Orders), it is likely that Miranda read Barlow’s 
poem during this time. However, there is no evidence to suggest 
that Barlow’s poem inspired Miranda to use the term “Columbia” 
and its variants. In fact, as I discuss below, the first appearance of 
“Columbia” that I could find in Miranda’s writings is dated 1788, 
before he lived with Barlow. Nevertheless, we note this connec-
tion between two men who both considered themselves American 
revolutionaries and who both invoked the name of Columbus.
 Given Miranda’s familiarity with the Atlantic world’s print 
culture, his cosmopolitan background, and especially his eigh-
teen-month sojourn in the United States, where the figure of 
Columbus and the term “Columbia” were already popular, it is 
not surprising that he is probably the first person who used the 
word “Colombia” in Spanish to refer to an independent Spanish 
America. He was almost surely familiar with the argument, 
especially common in sixteenth-century texts, that America had 
been unjustly named in honor of Amerigo Vespucci and that 
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some form of Columbus’s name would be more appropriate. 
That argument is presented, for example, in Juan de Solórzano 
Pereira’s Política Indiana (1647), a copy of which Miranda owned, 
and in Cotton Mather’s Magnalia Christi Americana (1702), 
which Miranda read during his travels through the United 
States in 1784.6
 Miranda was undoubtedly exposed to the term “Columbia” 
during his tour of the United States in 1783–84, when it was com-
monly used to refer to the newly independent nation. A survey 
of newspapers published during the time Miranda was in the 
country confirms the popularity of the word “Columbia.” Eleven 
days after Miranda arrived in North Carolina on 10 June 1783, 
for example, the South Carolina Weekly Gazette featured a poem, 
entitled “Peace,” in which “Columbia” figures prominently. This 
poem opens with the image of Columbia, “tir’d with the labours 
of an eight years war,” welcoming the goddess of Peace.7 As was 
common in the literature of the day, this poem counterposes 
“Columbia” to “Britannia,” described here as finally forego-
ing “her haughty claims” to possessing North America.8 Many 
similar references to “Columbia” can be found in newspapers 
published when Miranda was in the country, making it diffi-
cult to believe that this traveler, so interested in learning all he 
could about his surroundings, would not have taken note of the 
term and what it represented. While Miranda was in New York 
in 1784, the previously named King’s College, which had closed 
during the Revolution, reopened with the new name Columbia 
College. He also may have seen excerpts of William Robertson’s 
The History of America reprinted in two Massachusetts newspapers 
from January 1784 to June 1785.9 The second book of Robertson’s 
History, which was serially reprinted in Worcester’s Massachusetts 
Spy and Boston’s Continental Journal, beginning in October 1783, 
is a biography of Columbus. If Miranda did not come across 
Robertson’s study of Columbus while he was in the United States, 
he was nevertheless likely familiar with it given that the catalog of 
his library lists two copies of the History of America.10
 Colombia: Discourses of Empire in Spanish America 111
 Not a systematic thinker, Miranda neither explained his use 
of the term “Colombia” nor recorded at length his impressions of 
Christopher Columbus. As mentioned earlier, Miranda appears 
to have first employed the term “Colombia” in 1788, in French, in 
a letter to the German Prince Charles of Hesse, where Miranda 
refers to “disgraced Columbia” (la malheureuse Colombia).11 His 
next use of the term appears in 1790, when he labeled a map of 
the American continent that accompanied materials he submit-
ted to English Prime Minister William Pitt and Home Secretary 
William Wyndham, Lord Grenville in hopes of convincing them 
to sponsor an invasion to liberate his patria.12 Although the map 
is labeled with the term “Columbia,” Miranda’s proposal itself 
does not refer to “Colombia,” nor does it mention Columbus. The 
Spanish version of the proposal employs the term “la América” 
five times and “la América española” twice. The English transla-
tion of the document, prepared for Miranda’s British audience, 
uses the term “South America” seven times.
 In 1801, Nicholas Vansittart, the British joint secretary of 
the treasury and member of Parliament, requested that Miranda 
submit a new emancipation plan to the government of Prime 
Minister Henry Addington. Miranda’s proposal, his “Esquisse de 
Gouvernement Federal” (Draft of [a] Federal Government) dated 
2 May 1801, was a revised version of his previous plan of 1790. One 
of the most notable changes in this new plan is its reference to a 
much larger territory: whereas before Miranda concentrated espe-
cially on Venezuela, in this document he suggests liberating all of 
Spanish America, advocating that the capital of the newly inde-
pendent state be located at “the most central point (perhaps on 
the Isthmus [of Panama]).” This capital was to bear “the august 
name of Colombo to whom the world owes the discovery of that 
beautiful part of the earth.”13 In the margins of his copy of the 
document, Miranda scrawled: “If one adopts the name Colombia 
to designate the new republic, the inhabitants ought to be called 
Colombianos; this name is more sonorous and majestic than 
Colombinos.”14 The aesthetic element—and the lack of anything 
112 The Legacy of Christopher Columbus in the Americas
else of substance—in these references to Columbus is striking. 
In the first, Miranda gives Columbus credit for discovering “that 
beautiful part of the earth.” In the second, Miranda illustrates 
his preference for the term “Colombianos” because of its aes-
thetic superiority over the term “Colombinos.” Miranda invoked 
Columbus in an effort to sell his plan; his version of Columbus 
often did not appeal to reason but to the emotions and the aes-
thetic sensibilities of his audience.
 Angel Rosenblat argues that the moment marking Miranda’s 
definitive adoption of the term “Colombia” as an integral part 
of his independence project was when he wrote the first ver-
sion of his Proclamación a los Pueblos del Continente Colombiano, 
alias Hispanoamérica (Proclamation to the Peoples of the Colombian 
Continent, alias Hispano-America). This document is undated, 
but Arturo Ardao believes it was produced in 1800 or 1801, at the 
same time or perhaps before Miranda wrote the “Esquisse de 
Gouvernement Federal” (2 May 1801). On the draft of this docu-
ment, Miranda purportedly first wrote “to the peoples of the 
Hispano-American Continent.” However, according to Rosenblat, 
“he at once crosses it out and corrects it with: ‘To the peoples 
of the Colombian (a.k.a., Hispano-American) Continent.’ ” 
According to Ardao, “This correction offers documentary proof: 
it records the decisive moment in which Miranda attempts to 
definitively baptize Hispano-America with the name that had 
been engendered in his mind by the spirit of Revolution.”15
 Although Miranda’s references to Columbus and his use of 
the term “Colombia” (or “Columbia,” as he wrote in French and 
English, as well as in Spanish) do not conform to any rigorous 
pattern, they are best understood as part of his greater propa-
gandistic effort to promote Spanish American independence. A 
skilled rhetorician, Miranda refers to “Colombia” most frequently 
when he addresses an American, as opposed to a European, 
audience. In his 1791 letter to William Pitt, Miranda identifies 
his “own country” not as “Colombia” but as “South-America.”16 
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Fifteen years later, Miranda is still using the term “South 
America” with his British audience. In a 1804 memorandum 
about a meeting with British officials, for example, Miranda 
refers to “that great Continent of South America,” adding in 
parentheses: “if I may be allowed to call all the Spanish posses-
sions South America, because in a geographical division the line 
between North and South is drawn I believe across the Isthmus 
of Darien.”17 In addition to the terms “South America,” “Spanish 
America,” and the simpler “America,” Miranda frequently uses 
the phrase “the Spanish colonies of the American continent.”18 
Even the 1797 Act of Paris, which defined for European political 
actors Miranda’s mission to liberate Spanish America, contains no 
mention of “Columbia” or Columbus.19
 Miranda’s references to Columbia, and his few references to 
Columbus, appear when he addresses an American (hemispheric) 
audience that he senses will be receptive to his revolutionary mes-
sage. One of the few instances in his writings when Miranda 
mentions Columbus by name is in his letter dated 10 October 
1800 to Manuel Gual, who was working to agitate for indepen-
dence in Trinidad. Miranda holds up Columbus’s hard work as an 
example for all supporters of independence to follow: “If we con-
sider Columbus’s great effort in the discovery of the New World, 
his perseverance, the risks he ran, his generosity of spirit, we will 
see, my friend, how very little the sons of America have done 
to grant the New World the glory and happiness that Nature 
appears to have destined to her. Let us work with determination 
and upright intentions in this noble enterprise, leaving the rest to 
Divine Providence, Supreme Arbiter in human affairs!”20
 In Miranda’s letters to Alexander Hamilton, General Henry 
Knox, and Thomas Jefferson, all of whom he met during his 1783–
84 sojourn in the United States, Miranda consistently refers to 
“Columbia.” In his 1792 letter to Hamilton, for example, Miranda 
writes: “The affairs and success of France take a happy turn in our 
favour . . . I mean in favour of our dear country America, from the 
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North to the South . . . things are grown ripe and into maturity 
for the Execution of those grand and beneficial projects we had in 
Contemplation, when in our Conversation at New Yorck the love 
of our Country exalted our minds with those Ideas, for the sake of 
unfortunate Columbia.”21 Playing to Hamilton’s sympathies, but 
also appropriating an American tradition that counterposed the 
New World against the Old, Miranda here—as in another let-
ter he wrote to Hamilton several years later22—portrays “America” 
as one single country (“from the North to the South”) that both 
he and Hamilton share (“our Country”). The term “unfortu-
nate Columbia” in this excerpt refers only to Spanish America, 
but Miranda relies on Hamilton’s experience with the term 
“Columbia” and its implication regarding independence from a 
colonial regime. The “grand and beneficial projects” that Miranda 
purports to have previously discussed with Hamilton in New York 
are designed to benefit this “unfortunate” half of the country that 
the two men share. In his 1795 letter to Knox, Miranda—although 
just released from a Parisian prison and now pessimistic about the 
political situation in France—uses the same kind of inclusive lan-
guage when he talks about “Colombia”: “I take up the pen only to 
tell you that I live, and that my sentiments for our dear Colombia 
as well as for all my friends in that part of the world have not 
changed in the least in spite of the events which are bound to ruin 
France.”23
 In 1806, after years of planning and petitioning the British 
government for assistance in freeing Spanish America from 
imperial domination, Miranda finally crossed the threshold into 
action by leading the Leander expedition in an attempt to liber-
ate Venezuela (if not the whole South American continent).24 
Miranda proclaimed himself the “Comandante-General del 
Exercito colombiano,” a title of his own invention, as there was 
no such “Columbian army.” While on tierra firme, Miranda 
appears to have distributed to the local population handkerchiefs 
manufactured in England that featured a portrait of Columbus. 
According to Robertson:
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On this handkerchief were portraits of Sir Home Popham, 
General Beresford, Washington, and Miranda, associated, as it 
were, to obtain the same end, or because of the similarity of their 
undertakings, with many sketches of naval battles and bordered 
with these four inscriptions: “It is not commerce but union; Let 
arts, industry and commerce flourish; Religion and its holy min-
isters be protected; Persons, conscience and commerce be at lib-
erty.” The apotheosis of Christopher Columbus filled the center 
and English colors adorned the sides. England was depicted as 
goddess of the seas, the lion of Spain at her feet. A youth was 
pictured rolling up the French colors, and poking the lion with 
the hilt of his sword. On the handkerchief was this inscription: 
“The dawn of day in South America.”25
The design of these handkerchiefs suggests Columbus’s signifi-
cance in Miranda’s propaganda effort. With little regard for his-
torical fact, Columbus occupies the center of this scene, which 
depicts the new trade-based empire of England as victorious over 
Spain’s old-style empire of conquest. Columbus is surrounded 
by four phrases, three of which contain the word “commerce.” 
This alludes to Miranda’s argument to entice Britain to sup-
port Spanish American emancipation: in exchange for Britain’s 
military and financial help, it would receive privileged access to 
Spanish American markets. Free trade was, of course, one of the 
values of the Enlightenment and one that Spanish American 
Creoles shared. Columbus’s “apotheosis” suggests, if not his deifi-
cation, certainly his (re)arrival on the scene—this time of Spanish 
America’s rebirth as an independent entity. While I have found 
no corroborating evidence, it is likely that Miranda directed 
the manufacture and printing of the handkerchiefs. This would 
have been consistent with Miranda’s general strategy, which was 
beginning to rely more heavily on propaganda. As Karen Racine 
argues, this was one of several “carefully constructed images” 
that Miranda hoped would inspire the populace to support 
independence.26
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 The “proclamation” dated 2 August 1806 that Miranda issued 
to the inhabitants of the region where he landed also alludes to 
Columbus. The adjective “colombiano” appears twice in the proc-
lamation’s heading: “Don Francisco de Miranda, Comandante-
General del Exercito colombiano, á los Pueblos habitantes del 
Continente Americano-Colombino” (Don Francisco de Miranda, 
Commander-General of the Columbian Army, to the People 
Inhabiting the Columbian-American Continent.) The unusual 
phrase that describes the continent, “americano-colombino,” is 
reminiscent of what we saw much earlier in Miranda’s 1792 let-
ter to Hamilton—that is, the designation of the “Columbian” 
part of the Americas to be Spanish America. A similar distinc-
tion from Anglo-America is suggested by the term “our America” 
(nuestra América) in the phrase “the day has arrived when, recov-
ering the sovereign independence of our America, its sons will be 
able to freely show their generous souls to the universe.” Similarly, 
when Miranda refers to “the recovery of our rights as citizens 
and our glory as Columbian American,” he designates Hispanic 
Americans as different from other Americans.27
 Miranda’s Columbus rhetoric appears in both the handker-
chiefs and his “proclamation,” both of which were designed for 
the local audience that he sought to revolutionize. It is perhaps 
significant that there are no references to Columbus in Miranda’s 
letters to the clergy and the local town council, two groups he 
may have deemed more resistant to his revolutionary message. In 
his 3 August 1806 letter to the town council, for example, Miranda 
merely urges them as “members of the Hispanic American 
Public” to agree on reasonable measures to protect public order.28 
Compare this to the language in Miranda’s second proclamation 
to the people of Coro, issued on 7 August 1806, upon his leaving, 
where he states that he wishes “to combat .  .  . the oppressors of 
the Columbian people.”29
 After returning to London in December 1807, Miranda 
launched a propaganda blast to promote the independence of 
Spanish America in both the English- and Spanish-speaking 
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Atlantic worlds. In 1810, Miranda began directing the publication 
of a short-lived serial entitled El Colombiano, which promoted 
emancipation and was explicitly addressed to “the Columbian 
continent.” Nowhere in the five issues of El Colombiano does 
Miranda discuss the figure of Columbus. Although financial 
problems caused it to cease publication in short order, the news-
paper’s reach, and hence the diffusion of the term “Colombiano” 
in Spanish America, was greater than it might seem. Several of its 
articles were reprinted in the Gazeta de Caracas and the Gazeta de 
Buenos Aires.30
 In the summer of 1810, after working in London on his own 
for years in an effort to pressure British diplomats to support 
Spanish American independence, Miranda welcomed three rep-
resentatives of the junta of the government of Caracas—Luis 
López Méndez, Simón Bolívar, and the delegation’s secretary, 
Andrés Bello—, who had been sent to talk to the British gov-
ernment about emancipation. The delegation members stayed in 
Miranda’s Grafton Street home during the six weeks they spent 
in London. Miranda was instrumental in introducing them to 
the elite of London society and the Spanish Americans who sup-
ported independence who frequently met at Miranda’s home. The 
Caracas junta gave explicit instructions to López Méndez and 
Bolívar, who left England in September, not to bring Miranda 
back with them, as its members did not trust his political ambi-
tion and believed him to be too volatile. Undeterred, Miranda 
followed on his own a month later. He arrived in Caracas in 
December 1810, and he quickly began promoting indepen-
dence and liberal political ideals, publishing the works of Jeremy 
Bentham and James Mill in the Gazeta de Caracas and forming 
the Patriotic Club, which began to issue its own serial, El Patriota 
de Venezuela. Still distrusting him in April 1811, the younger gen-
eration designated Miranda as the representative in the National 
Congress of the small providence of Pao, a post that Miranda 
likely viewed as beneath him. Although Miranda did not write 
the constitution issued on 14 July 1811, its multiple references to 
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“the Columbian continent,” as well as its provision that the phrase 
“of the Columbian Era” (“de la Era Colombiana”) be used to dis-
tinguish post- from pre-independence time, is likely a sign of 
Miranda’s influence.31 According to Ardao, the period during and 
after independence was declared in Venezuela marked “the apo-
gee of . . . the idea of Magna Colombia, by means of the crowning 
in the official lexicon and in the political press—from the Gaceta 
de Caracas to El Patriota de Venezuela—of the term Colombia 
and its derivatives, always as a name for the totality of Hispanic 
America.”32
 Miranda’s influence is surely evident in the first Venezuelan 
republic’s flag, which he and two other members of the congress 
were assigned to create. The new flag, which bore the same col-
ors as the flag Miranda devised for the Leander expedition, mixed 
European and American references. It featured an Amerindian 
sitting on a seaside rock next to a crocodile and holding a staff, 
on top of which was perched a liberty cap. The words “free 
Venezuela” (Venezuela libre) appear in the top left corner, and the 
word “Colombia” is featured on a banner that anchors the bottom 
center of the scene.33
 Miranda’s early adoption of the term “Colombia” and its vari-
ants should be considered not only in light of his experience 
in the United States, but also in relation to three other factors. 
The first is Miranda’s understanding of the special meaning in 
Spanish America and in the Hispanic tradition of Columbus as 
the first conquistador in the New World. I discuss this below, in 
my observations about Juan Pablo Viscardo y Guzmán’s Letter 
to the Spanish Americans, which Miranda espoused so heartily. 
Suffice it to say here that Miranda surely understood the figure 
of Columbus to be the first of the conquistadors whose contract 
with the king and queen had been broken by the Crown.
 The second issue we should consider regarding Miranda’s ref-
erences to Columbus, while a conjecture, merits consideration: 
the possibility that Miranda personally identified with Columbus 
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as the emblematic victim of the Spanish.34 Miranda perhaps felt 
a certain affinity with the underappreciated Genoese. Miranda 
had never felt justly compensated by Spain for his loyal ser-
vice in the military, just as Columbus felt that he was not fairly 
compensated by Spain for his discoveries. The Venezuelan often 
recorded his belief that his talents were not sufficiently valued 
by others. Since 1783 he had been on the run from the Spanish 
authorities, who had kept track of his movements in the United 
States and in Europe. As the years passed, he developed an ever-
increasing sense of being persecuted. Karen Racine explains 
that “in [Miranda’s] mind, he was always the victim, the ideal-
istic hero who had been condemned to lead a wandering, root-
less life because of the threat that his greatness posed to nervous 
authorities.”35 Could this sense of being persecuted have drawn 
Miranda to the figure of Columbus, whom he likely viewed as 
another man whose greatness was not acknowledged during 
his time? It is indeed odd that the sad trajectory of the end of 
Miranda’s professional life is reminiscent of Columbus’s. His 
1806 Leander expedition was a resounding failure. In 1810 when 
he returned to Venezuela to aid in the independence effort, the 
Spanish Americans whom Miranda believed he served attempted 
to marginalize the elder man. Not only did his younger peers feel 
that Miranda was out of touch with current realities, but they 
also did not trust him. Therefore, they first attempted to keep 
Miranda busy with important but limited responsibilities, like 
restructuring the financial system. Eventually, in the tumultu-
ous post-independence environment, exacerbated by a devastat-
ing earthquake on 26 March 1812, they turned briefly to Miranda 
to lead them, granting him the title of generalissimo. This was the 
moment Miranda had been waiting for. His short reign, however, 
ended in disaster. After Miranda failed to provide the reinforce-
ments Bolívar had requested in the fight against royalist forces 
at Puerto Cabello, Bolívar lost that battle, and the royalists took 
Caracas, ending the first Venezuelan republic. Before Miranda 
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could flee, he was arrested by the royalists and shipped off to 
prison, first in Spain and then in North Africa, where he died in 
captivity.
 The third and most important issue with regard to his allu-
sions to Columbus is Miranda’s affinity for empire. Miranda was 
likely drawn to Columbus not only because he appeared in simi-
lar anticolonial discourses of British America but also because the 
figure of Columbus had so long been intimately tied to empire via 
a centuries-long discursive tradition with which Miranda was very 
familiar. With regard to Miranda’s preference for empire, I refer 
to two things. First, his inherent distrust of democracy. Miranda 
wanted independence from Spain, yet he had been daunted by the 
excesses of the Haitian and French Revolutions. While he styled 
himself a revolutionary, at heart he was more of an aristocrat, like 
many Spanish American Creoles. “I confess,” he wrote in 1798, 
“that much though I desire the independence and liberty of the 
New World, I fear anarchy and revolution even more.”36 And like 
many Spanish Americans, Miranda believed that after three cen-
turies of imperial rule, his fellow citizens were unprepared to gov-
ern themselves. In Miranda’s view, a constitutional monarchy like 
England’s could best allow for a virtuous republic for the politi-
cally unprepared Spanish Americans.
 Also relevant to Miranda’s imperial leanings is his never quite 
clarified vision of the grandezza of his future country, both in 
terms of its territorial expanse (although he makes no reference 
to the active expansion of borders) and its glory. Hence, the gov-
ernment that he proposed to William Pitt in 1790 covered a huge 
expanse of territory, from Mexico to Tierra del Fuego. At its head 
was to be a hereditary executive called “the Inca”—a term obvi-
ously borrowed from the region’s indigenous imperial history—, 
who would appoint “caciques” (or local chiefs) for life. As Racine 
writes, “All told, [Miranda’s proposed government] was a strange 
hybrid of ideas from Britain, ancient Rome, indigenous America, 
and the United States.”37 This was not, as William Spence 
Robertson observed, “what may be called a pure republic, but an 
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empire or an imperial republic.”38 Indeed, Miranda envisioned 
“rising upon the ruins of the Spanish Empire in the New World a 
congeries of states or more likely a huge imperial state. That state 
he evidently intended to designate Colombia: its capital should 
be on the Isthmus of Panama.”39 The figure of Columbus, with its 
historical ties to empire and imperial discourse, was emblematic 
of the importance of the idea of empire, however indeterminate, 
in Miranda’s project.
Juan Pablo Viscardo y Guzmán
At the age of nineteen, Juan Pablo Viscardo y Guzmán (1748–98) 
had come to Cuzco, Peru from his hometown of Pampacolca 
to study for the priesthood with his older brother. He had only 
just made his first vows in the priesthood when King Charles III 
exiled all Jesuits from his American realms in 1767. Viscardo was 
first removed to Spain and then to Italy, where he lived for years in 
poverty. The Crown forbade him from returning to his homeland 
to claim an inheritance left by his uncle in 1776. In 1781 Viscardo 
sent two letters to the British consul in Livorno, arguing that 
Spanish America was ripe for political independence and offering 
to help the British plan an invasion to liberate the region. In 1782 
Viscardo moved to London, where he lived supported by a gov-
ernment pension until his death in 1798, his plans and petitions 
largely having been ignored. Among the documents Viscardo 
produced during his years in London is the Letter to the Spanish 
Americans, a document that has been called “the Declaration of 
Independence of Spanish America”40 and has often been com-
pared to Thomas Paine’s Common Sense.41 Viscardo completed the 
Letter in Spanish in 1791, but it was not printed until 1799, after 
Viscardo’s death, when Miranda was responsible for translating it 
into French and publishing it in London.42 Such was Miranda’s 
enthusiasm for the Letter’s argument for political independence 
from Spain that, in Karen Racine’s words, it became his “mission 
statement.”43 During his 1806 Leander expedition, after he landed 
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in Venezuela, Miranda not only distributed copies of the Letter to 
the local population, the majority of whom were illiterate Afro-
Venezuelan slaves, but he also mandated that the Letter be read 
aloud once a day to the local inhabitants. Miranda likely never met 
Viscardo, although they both lived in London at the same time 
and were separately attempting to persuade William Pitt to sup-
port Spanish American independence before the Jesuit’s death.
 Viscardo was the first to invoke Columbus in the Creole argu-
ment, alluded to above, that the Crown had not met its obliga-
tions to the conquistadors and their descendants, who had alleged 
since the sixteenth century that they had been denied the privi-
leges to which they were entitled by virtue of their families’ service 
to the Crown. These claims to privileges were based on practices 
established during the reconquest and the colonization of the 
Canaries by which those who served the Crown were rewarded 
encomiendas, or grants of land and native laborers.44 Ovando in 
Hispaniola, Cortés in Mexico, and Pizarro in Peru all adhered 
to this tradition, awarding their followers these grants. Seeking 
to satisfy the demands of the conquistadors, the Crown ratified 
this practice but became worried about reports of mistreatment of 
the natives and the rapid decline in their populations. The Crown 
was also reluctant to duplicate the kind of aristocracy that was 
the cause of so many political problems at home. These concerns 
led to the creation of the New Laws of 1542, which, among other 
things, prohibited the creation of new encomiendas and man-
dated that the title to existing encomiendas revert to the Crown 
upon the death of the current holder. This change was viewed by 
Spaniards in the Indies as an attack on their well-earned rights. 
In New Spain, the viceroy reacted to these new provisions in 
the New Laws by “obeying but not complying,” a strategy that 
became standard practice in the Indies; in Peru a force of angry 
conquistadors led by Gonzalo Pizarro killed the viceroy who was 
sent to Lima to enforce the New Laws. As David Brading has 
shown, Spanish American “Creole patriotism” developed in part 
out of the injustice felt by conquistadors and their descendants in 
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similar circumstances.45 The sense of umbrage that Creoles felt in 
the sixteenth century continued throughout the colonial period 
and erupted in some of the revolts of the late eighteenth century. 
At that time, Creoles like Viscardo y Guzmán saw Columbus as 
the first victim of the Crown’s neglect. Just as the Crown failed 
to meet its contractual obligations to Columbus as set out in the 
Capitulaciones de Santa Fe, it had failed to meet its obligations to 
the conquistadors and their descendants.
 The opening sentence of Viscardo’s Letter alludes to 
Columbus’s famous landing in 1492: “Our proximity to the fourth 
century since the establishment of our ancestors in the New 
World is an occurrence too remarkable to not more seriously 
attract our attention.”46 Viscardo finished writing his Letter in 
1791, one year before the tercentennial of Columbus’s first voyage 
to the New World. In Viscardo’s view, 1492 is important because 
it marks “the establishment of our ancestors in the New World.” 
This date serves as the touchstone for Viscardo’s discussion. Its 
importance is underlined by the Letter’s repetition four times of 
the phrase “three centuries.” The thrice-repeated possessive pro-
noun in the first sentence (“our near approach,” “our ancestors,” 
“our attention”) reveals the Creole Viscardo’s self-identification 
as a descendant of the Spanish. From this subject position, he 
declares: “The New World is our country; its history is ours,” 
thereby erasing native peoples, mestizos, and those of African 
descent who populated Spanish America at the end of the eigh-
teenth century. Viscardo’s continued use of possessive pronouns 
in the first section of his Letter further emphasizes the Spanish 
descent of American Creoles.
 The Letter’s allusion to Columbus’s landfall in 1492 and its defi-
nition of that event not as the year modern Europeans encoun-
tered the New World but when Viscardo’s ancestors arrived there 
also reveal Viscardo’s genealogical claim to Columbus, whom he 
viewed as a stand-in for those ancestors. This same claim is seen in 
newspapers printed later during the fight for independence, when 
rebels are described as “sons of Columbus.” We note that there is a 
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genealogical meaning here that was lacking in the phrase’s use in 
Anglo-American revolutionary rhetoric. In Spanish America, as 
Viscardo’s Letter illustrates, Columbus’s status as first ancestor in 
the Americas of the Creoles was woven into the argument about 
the neglect of the rights of conquistadors and their descendants: 
Spain’s breach of contract with the first conquistador, Columbus, 
became metonymic of Spain’s neglect of its obligations to the 
Creole descendants of the conquistadors.
 Viscardo carefully constructs his argument about the unfair 
treatment of the conquistadors and their descendants. First, in the 
section most frequently quoted by modern scholars, he condemns 
the entire history of Spanish colonization since Columbus, saying, 
“Our history for three centuries . . . might [be] abridge[d] . . . into 
these four words—ingratitude, injustice, slavery, and desolation” 
(emphasis in original).47 The remainder of the letter elaborates on 
these grievances, laying the groundwork for Viscardo’s justification 
for political independence. In this manner, the Letter’s framework 
mirrors that of the US Declaration of Independence with its list of 
“injuries and usurpations” suffered by the colonists.48
 The first grievance Viscardo addresses is Spain’s ingrati-
tude regarding the accomplishments of the conquistadors, who 
served loyally at great personal cost in order to expand the realm. 
“Our ancestors,” he states, conquered the Indies “by the most 
excessive exertion, with the greatest dangers, and at their own 
expense.” Their “natural affection for their native country led 
them to make her the most generous homage of their immense 
acquisitions, having no reason to doubt that such an important 
and freely offered service would be worth a proportionate recom-
pense for them according to the Spanish custom of recompens-
ing those who had contributed to extending the dominion of the 
nation.” Viscardo laments that although their service “gave them 
a right . . . to appropriate to themselves the fruit of their valour,”49 
the conquistadors were denied this right: “all that we have lav-
ished upon Spain has been taken, contrary to all reason, from our-
selves and from our children.”50
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 Viscardo rhetorically equates the Crown’s refusal to fulfill the 
“legitimate hopes” (las legítimas esperanzas) of the conquistadors 
with its subsequent mistreatment of the Creoles.51 This linkage is 
in part achieved by the subtle switch in the narrative voice from 
the third person plural (used to describe the conquistadors) to the 
first person plural (used to describe the Creoles):
These legitimate hopes having been frustrated, their descen-
dants and those of other Spaniards who continued to arrive in 
America, and despite that we only recognize her as our Patria, 
and despite that our subsistence and that of our descendants is 
based in her, we have respected, preserved, and sincerely vener-
ated the attachment of our ancestors to their former country: it is 
for her that we have sacrificed infinite riches of every kind: only 
for her have we resisted until now, and it is for her that we have 
shed our blood with enthusiasm.52
The principal clause above, beginning with “their descendants,” 
is narrated in the third person. The disinterested narrative voice 
here focuses on the conquistadors and their descendants. As the 
sentence progresses, however, the subject position of the narrative 
voice changes so that it now issues from the position of a Creole 
who speaks about “our ancestors.” The rest of the sentence lists 
the sacrifices made by Creoles, thus mirroring the sacrifices of 
the conquistadors. The analogy established here is that just as the 
Crown was ungrateful for the sacrifices made by the conquista-
dors, it has been ungrateful for the sacrifices made by “us,” the 
Creoles, whose “foolishness (necedad) has been forging chains 
for us.”53 The Creoles portrayed in Viscardo’s Letter feel duped 
by Spain. Viscardo paints an image of the victimized Creole in 
chains that resembles the image of Columbus in chains after his 
arrest in 1500, suggesting the aptness of the Creole identification 
with Columbus.
 Viscardo continues with the theme of Spain’s ingratitude while 
introducing the topic of injustice. This time the narrative voice is 
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that of an ambiguous first person plural that combines the per-
spective of the conquistador and the Creole:
An immense empire, treasures greater than could be imagined 
in other times, glory and power superior to all that was known 
to antiquity: these are our titles to the gratitude of Spain and 
her government, and to their most distinguished protection and 
benevolence. Yet our recompense has been that which the most 
rigid justice could have dictated if we had been guilty of the 
opposite crimes: she exiles us from the Old World, and cuts us 
off from the society to which we are so closely connected.54
 It is at this point that Viscardo directly references Columbus 
in his argument, implying that Spain’s ingratitude began with its 
dealings with Columbus. Such ingratitude is, in Viscardo’s eyes, 
despicable, fundamentally unjust, and constitutes treason: “Let us 
consult our annals for three centuries. After the Spanish Court’s 
ingratitude, injustice, and its breach of contract, first with the 
great Columbus and then with the other conquistadors who gave 
to it the empire of the New World according to conditions sol-
emnly stipulated, we find in its descendants only the effects of the 
scorn and hatred with which they were slandered, persecuted, and 
ruined.”55
 Viscardo’s rhetoric here pits the Creole descendants of the 
conquistadors, represented by Columbus, against the Spanish 
Court. Columbus and “the other conquerors” are portrayed as 
great men, imperial conquerors, whose actions are summed up 
in the past tense of the verb “to give” and the phrase “solemnly 
stipulated.” Columbus and the conquistadors respected the rules 
and behaved in a righteous manner when they “gave to [Spain] the 
empire of the New World.” The Spanish Court, on the other hand, 
broke the rules. Its actions are summed up with the nouns “ingrat-
itude,” “injustice,” and “breach of contract,” and it is the agent that 
caused the Creoles to be “slandered, persecuted, and ruined.”
 An important part of Viscardo’s argument is the portrayal of 
Spain as once having been just. He points to the creation of the 
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Cortes after the destruction of the last Gothic kings, when “our 
ancestors, during the re-establishment of their kingdom and its 
government, thought of nothing as carefully as they did about 
guarding against absolute power to which our kings have always 
aspired.”56 Viscardo suggests, however, that all of these good 
intentions turned sour around 1492, when after the consolidation 
of the kingdoms of Castile and Aragon, together with their acqui-
sition of so many territories, including the great wealth of the 
Indies, “the crown acquired such an unforeseen preponderance 
that in a very short time it overthrew all barriers raised by the 
prudence of our forefathers who sought to safeguard the liberty 
of their descendants; the royal authority, like the sea overflowing 
its boundaries, inundated the whole monarchy, and the will of the 
king and his ministers became the only universal law.”57
 This narrative of Spain’s rise and fall is one of the keys to 
Viscardo’s underlying argument for independence. It also points 
to the primacy of Columbus in the Creole narrative justifying 
independence. Viscardo implies that the conquistadors, his ances-
tors, brought with them to the New World the “noble spirit of 
liberty”58 that was embodied in the institution of the Cortes and 
the Aragonese office of El Justicia. According to Viscardo, that 
spirit, once at the core of Spanish governance, was snuffed out 
in Spain in approximately 1492 but lives on in the Creoles of the 
New World, who value liberty and natural rights by virtue of their 
Spanish descent, which remains uncorrupted by contemporary 
developments on the peninsula. It is in this sense that Viscardo 
speaks of “the prudence of our forefathers” and argues for inde-
pendence in order to safeguard that prudence. It is this authen-
tic spirit of Spain—embodied in the Creoles’ actions and their 
genes—that Viscardo’s Columbus represents.
Simón Bolívar
As mentioned earlier, Simón Bolívar (1783–1830) spent time with 
Francisco de Miranda in the summer of 1810 during his visit to 
London as part of the delegation sent by the Caracas junta to 
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discuss prospects for emancipation with the British government. 
Known as the great liberator and the father of Spanish American 
independence, Bolívar has become a nationalist myth in his own 
right.59 He grew up in a wealthy Caracas family and, like most 
young elite Creole men, he finished his education in Europe. On 
his way home from Europe in late 1806 and early 1807, he visited 
New York, Washington, Boston, and Philadelphia. Bolívar was 
extremely well read, in both the classics and the European and 
Spanish traditions; he surely would have read most of the same 
texts about Columbus that Francisco de Miranda read.
 Likely influenced by Miranda during his visit to London in 
1810, Bolívar also used the term “Colombia” in reference to an 
independent Spanish America as one political entity. Ardao traces 
Bolívar’s use of the term, showing that early on, in the Cartagena 
Manifesto (1812), Bolívar refers to the destroyed First Venezuelan 
Republic as the “birthplace of Columbian independence,” sug-
gesting that Venezuela was the touchstone for the independence 
of the rest of Spanish America.60 Similarly, Bolívar refers in 1814 
to Caracas as “that immortal city, the first to give the example of 
liberty in the hemisphere of Colombia.”61 After September 1815, 
Bolívar stops using the term “Colombia” to refer to all of Spanish 
America as Miranda did. In his Jamaica Letter, he admits that 
while forming one political entity out of the former Spanish 
American colonies is desirable, doing so is impossible: “Forming 
of the New World a single nation with one tie that connects its 
parts to each other and to the whole is a grandiose idea. Since it 
has one origin, one language, similar customs, and one religion, 
it should have one government that would form a confederation 
of the different states that will be created; but this is not possible, 
because America is divided by remote climates, diverse situations, 
opposing interests, and dissimilar characteristics!”62
 If the formation of one large nation composed of Spain’s 
former colonies was no longer feasible in Bolívar’s mind, now 
he suggested in the Jamaica Letter that Venezuela and New 
Granada should unite and be called “Colombia.”63 Simon Collier 
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characterizes Bolívar’s “Columbian experiment” (the unifica-
tion of New Granada and Venezuela) as the practical application 
of his more idealistic desire to unify the independent repub-
lics of Spanish America in some kind of political relationship. 
Regarding the name for his practical project, Bolívar states, “This 
nation would be called Colombia as a tribute of justice and grati-
tude to the creator of our hemisphere.”64 It is not surprising that 
Bolívar viewed Columbus as the “creator of our hemisphere.” This 
was the typical Creole, Eurocentric perspective that denied the 
existence of indigenous peoples and their civilizations before 1492.
 The only other item in the historical record that enlightens us 
as to Bolívar’s ideas about Columbus is written by Bolívar’s aide 
de camp, Daniel Florencio O’Leary, who recorded Bolívar’s belief, 
purportedly expressed in 1819, that Columbus had been a victim 
of the Spaniards. According to O’Leary, Bolívar felt that by hon-
oring Columbus as Spain failed to do, Spanish Americans would 
show themselves to be worthy of independence:
The plan [to create Colombia] in itself is great and magnificent; 
but, in addition to its utility, I wish to see it realized because it 
gives us the opportunity to rectify, in part, the injustice that has 
been done to a great man and to whom in this way we erect a 
monument that justifies our gratitude. Calling our republic 
Colombia, naming its capital Las Casas, we will prove to the 
world that not only do we have the right to be free but also to 
be considered sufficiently just to know to honor to the friends 
and benefactors of humanity: Columbus and Las Casas belong 
to America. Let us honor them by perpetuating their glories.65
Bolívar’s language here (in the words of O’Leary) is typical of 
the way Columbus was appealed to in New-World national-
ist discourse. First, he is portrayed as a victim, as a loyal servant, 
who (as in Viscardo’s Letter to the Spanish Americans) is rebuffed 
by the imperial mother. Bolívar suggests that this crime can be 
remedied by adopting Columbus’s name, as Bolívar surely knew 
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many commentators through the centuries had advocated. We 
note how Bolívar pairs Columbus with Las Casas, the so-called 
“Defender of the Indians,” and how both are disassociated from 
the aggressor’s side of the history of conquest and three hundred 
years of colonial domination.66 The strongest part of this pas-
sage is the statement that “Columbus and Las Casas belong to 
America,” purportedly because its inhabitants alone know how 
to honor them, but also because both, in the typical Creole view, 
sought to create a peaceful empire for Christendom in the New 
World. Indeed, the last phrase of the above quote suggests that 
in honoring them, Spanish Americans will perpetuate “their glo-
ries.” I would argue that this refers to their fame, as well as their 
impulse to build an empire.67
Empire and Transl aTio iMperii 
in Spanish America
In the collective imagination of the early United States, as I dis-
cussed in Chapter 3, the notion of empire building and of con-
structing the nation in the image of empire was a commonplace. 
George Washington, for example, characterized his country sev-
eral times as “a rising empire.”68 The founders sought to perfect 
the British attempt to marry empire and republic—to achieve 
grandezza (a great territorial expanse) and to guarantee liberty. 
From its birth, the republic was set on a path for territorial expan-
sion and was commonly thought of as an empire.
 But what about empire and the story of its westward move-
ment (the translatio imperii) in the construction of the nation-
states in post-independence Spanish America? The pattern of 
conquest and settlement in Spain’s colonies was characterized 
by a gradual process of constructing urban settlements through-
out the vast region and then filling in the empty spaces between 
settlements. Therefore, unlike in the early United States, where 
a “line of settlement” divided the British from the natives, in 
early independent Spanish America there generally was less of a 
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concerted push to expand borders and incorporate new territory.69 
Nevertheless, the rhetoric of empire building was an important 
part of early nationalist discourses in Spanish America. While 
the translatio imperii narrative was employed to help justify politi-
cal independence and undergird the construction of new nation-
states, just as it had been employed in the North, in Spanish 
America early nationalists did not employ the translatio imperii 
story to justify systematic territorial expansion.
 In Spanish America there was, in general, less of an empha-
sis on empire as a large and continually expanding territory. 
Although both Miranda and Bolívar were fond of expressions 
describing the great size of independent Spanish America, their 
notions of empire were not underwritten and realized by law, as 
was the case in the United States. There were no policies of con-
tinual expansion, no systematic invasion of foreign territories, 
no policies that as a matter of course sought the destruction of 
native populations, no filibustering by land-hungry individuals 
tacitly underwritten by governments, and no multiple attempts to 
buy other countries from foreign governments, as in the United 
States. Rather, Spanish American patriots employed the term 
“empire” to denote a political entity that would outdo the glory of 
the classical empires of Greece and Rome. This entity was often 
referred to, both practically and poetically, as “Colombia.”
 To recognize the ethereal quality of empire as it was employed 
in nationalist discourse in Spanish America, I consider a speech 
given in 1819 by Venezuelan Francisco Antonio Zea. Although 
Zea does not refer to Columbus or use the term “Colombia” in his 
address, he compares his country with the empires of antiquity, 
using the language of ancient empires to incite his compatriots to 
imagine the future of their new nation. After having been selected 
as president of the new second national congress, Zea addressed 
the assembly as follows:
All nations and all empires were in their infancy feeble and 
little, like man himself, to whom they owe their origin. Those 
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great cities which still inflame the imagination, Memphis, 
Palmyra, Thebes, Alexandria, Tyre, the capital even of Belus and 
Semiramis, and thou also, proud Rome, mistress of the universe, 
were nothing more at their commencement than diminutive and 
miserable hamlets. It was not in the Capitol, nor in the palace of 
Agrippa nor of Trajan, but it was in a lowly hut, under a thatched 
roof, that Romulus, rudely clad, traced the capital of the world, 
and laid the foundations of his mighty empire.  .  .  . It is not by 
the luster nor by the magnificence of our installation, but by the 
immense means bestowed on us by nature, and by the immense 
plans which you will form for availing ourselves of them, that 
the future grandeur and power of our republic should be mea-
sured. The artless splendor of the noble act of patriotism which 
General Bolivar has just given so illustrious and so memorable 
an example, stamps on this solemnity a character of antiquity, 
and is a presage of the lofty destinies of our country. Neither 
Rome nor Athens, nor even Sparta, in the purest days of heroism 
and public virtue, ever presented so sublime and so interesting a 
scene. The imagination rises in contemplating it, ages and dis-
tances disappear, and we think ourselves contemporary with the 
Aristides, the Phocions, the Camillus, and the Epaminondas of 
other days.70
That Zea compared Venezuela with the empires of antiquity, 
especially the Roman Empire, on the inauguration of the first 
congress at Angostura, suggests the seductiveness of this kind 
of comparison for Creole patriots who believed that it was their 
turn to develop into the world’s new dominant society. The poetic 
nature of Zea’s language is illustrative of the utopian and lyrical 
quality of the discourse of Spanish American nationalists who 
referred to the greatness of Rome and its Empire, especially in 
comparison to their counterparts in the United States.
 Several texts that are now considered foundational in the 
Spanish American canon reveal the complicity of empire and 
nation building in the region. Among these is Juan Pablo 
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Viscardo  y Guzmán’s Letter to the Spanish Americans. I have 
already discussed the Letter’s employment of Columbus in the 
Creole argument for independence. A corollary of this employ-
ment is the Letter’s vision of the future American empire. Indeed, 
it is likely that one of the reasons Viscardo’s Letter resonated to 
such an extent with Miranda was its articulation of a new empire 
that would arise after independence. Viscardo writes that in the 
future “the national glory [will] be reborn in an immense empire 
[and] become the secret asylum of all Spaniards.”71 The pure, 
uncorrupt spirit of Spain would be at the heart of this “immense 
empire,” which would abide by Enlightenment values of rea-
son and justice and free trade. Viscardo ends the essay, and his 
vision of empire, with a marked universalism: “Thus the extremi-
ties of the earth would be united by America, and her inhabitants 
would be united by the common interests of one great family of 
brothers!”72 In this essay we see the same pan-American empha-
sis that Miranda advocates and that Bolívar later attempts to 
bring into fruition with the 1826 Panama Congress. But there is 
more to Viscardo’s poetic vision: his America, an independent 
Spanish America, would not only be “an immense empire,” it 
“would  .  .  . unite the extremities of the earth,” much like Rome 
and Columbus himself were credited for doing.
 Simón Bolívar penned several foundational texts that reveal 
how the nation was thought of in terms of empire. Bolívar con-
sistently articulated his vision of a united Spanish America using 
the language of empire and an intensely lyrical style; however, like 
Miranda, he was not a systematic thinker, and he never explained 
precisely how he understood the relationship of empire and the 
modern nation-state. Rather, in his writings Bolívar describes 
his envisioned nation using consistent rhetorical flourishes that 
employ the language and images of empire.
 Simon Collier hints at this kind of rhetoric when he par-
enthetically states, “The reader of Bolívar’s writings can hardly 
fail to be struck by how often he summoned up images of 
power, vastness, and grandeur—there is something deep in his 
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psychology here.”73 These images that Collier refers to, I would 
argue, go beyond mere expressions of sovereignty. Rather, they 
are an appeal to the collective imaginary of empire, which Bolívar 
employed to great effect in his discourse about Spanish American 
nation building. Notable characteristics of this discourse include 
an emphasis on unity, the exercise of power, and the New World 
outdoing the Old World in terms of greatness and glory.
 First, let us look at the importance of unity in Bolívar’s dis-
course. Despite the pragmatic moment in the Jamaica Letter 
where he recognizes the impossibility of “forming the entire New 
World into one single nation with one single tie that connects 
its parts together and gives them cohesion,” soon after this quote, 
Bolívar continues to wax poetic about a future united league of 
Spanish American nations: “How beautiful it would be if the 
Isthmus of Panama were for us what Corinth was for the Greeks! 
I hope that one day we have the good fortune to establish there 
an august congress of representatives of republics, kingdoms and 
empires in order to address and discuss the lofty themes of peace 
and war with nations from other parts of the world!”74
 Not long after he wrote the Jamaica Letter, in 1818 Bolívar 
invited the inhabitants of the River Plate to form “one single 
society.” “Americans should have a single patria,” he wrote to Juan 
Martín de Pueyrredón that same year, referring to an “American 
pact” to “[form] a single body of all our republics.” Similarly, in 
1822 Bolívar wrote to Bernardo O’Higgins about “the social pact 
which must form, in this hemisphere, a nation of republics.” 75 
“Such words,” concludes Collier, “can hardly be taken as imply-
ing anything other than some kind of vision of ultimate Spanish 
American unity.”76 Historian John Lynch concurs: “Whatever he 
meant by a ‘nation of republics,’ he advocated supranational unity 
of some kind.”77
 Collier believes that Bolívar was “obsessed, certainly by the 
1820s, with devising schemes to link the new republics, sundered 
from the Spanish Empire and from each other, in some kind of 
collaborative arrangement that might, in the fullness of time, 
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lead to a united Spanish America.”78 This obsession led not only 
to the formation of the new state of Colombia and his plans for 
an Andean Federation, but also to his design for the Panama 
Congress of 1826, which grew in part out of Bolívar’s desire to 
unify the region in the face of threats from the Holy Alliance to 
help Spain regain its American possessions. In the 1824 invita-
tion to attend the Congress, which he extended to the leaders of 
Colombia, Mexico, Río de la Plata, Chile, and Guatemala, Bolívar 
reasoned that “it is time that the interests and relations that unite 
the American republics, which were previously Spanish colonies, 
be granted a fundamental base that immortalizes, if possible, the 
duration of these governments.”79 The formation of a confedera-
tion of states, Bolívar felt, would bind the republics together in 
this way and allow for their common defense in the face of the 
continuing European threat.
 While the Panama Congress was largely a flop, it reveals 
the importance of unity for Bolívar as well as his long-lasting 
desire for a continental-wide political union. Collier’s analysis 
of Bolívar’s ideals for the Congress and the language he used to 
describe them are worth quoting here. Bolívar, he says,
clearly envisioned it as something a good deal more substantial 
than a simple league, as a kind of supranational organization that 
could (among other things) intervene to restore order in coun-
tries in turmoil. As he told Santander, he would like to see the 
powers of the Panama Congress “amplified almost infinitely, to 
give it strength and a truly sovereign authority.” The eloquent 
phrase shows that Bolívar was not really interested in setting up 
a loose consultative association of states. In his correspondence, 
in fact, Bolívar gives the game away completely by his evident 
preference for the term federation as a descriptive scheme.80
 Bolívar’s own description of the power that such a Spanish 
American federation would exert is illuminating. It would “form 
the most vast, or most extraordinary or most strong league that 
136 The Legacy of Christopher Columbus in the Americas
has appeared to date on the earth.” 81 He clearly desired his united 
political entity to exercise extensive dominion, very much in the 
Roman sense of the term imperium. Bolívar admired both the 
Roman and the British Empires. Both, he said in the Angostura 
Address, “were born to rule and be free.” 82 Their constitutions, 
he argued, were the most fitting political models for Spanish 
America, not those of France or the relatively new United States. 
He particularly admired the imperial stature of Great Britain, 
which he called “Señora of nations,” before whom the nations of 
“the Holy Alliance all tremble.” Great Britain, Bolívar stated, “is 
the Roman Empire at the end of the republic and at the begin-
ning of the empire. England finds herself in an ascendant pro-
gression, unhappy all those who oppose her.” 83 In his “Thought on 
the Congress of Panama” (1826), Bolívar suggested making Great 
Britain a “Constituent Member” of the Congress, and he alluded 
to the possibility of “the union of the new states with the British 
Empire.” Such an alliance, he went so far to suggest, “could, per-
haps, find itself, in the fullness of time, one single nation covering 
the universe.” 84
 In a similar vein, Bolívar finished his speech to the Angostura 
Congress with a lofty vision in which he saw his Colombia (the 
newly united New Granada and Venezuela) someday ruling the 
world:
On contemplating the unification of this immense region, my 
soul soars to the heights demanded by such a colossal vista, such 
an astonishing scene. Flying from age to age, my imagination 
reflects on the centuries to come, and as I look down from such 
a vantage point, amazed at the prosperity, splendor, and vitality 
of this vast region, I feel a kind of rapture, as if this land stood 
at the very heart of the universe, spread out from coast to coast 
between oceans separated by nature and which it is our task to 
reunite with long, broad canals. I see her as unifier, center, empo-
rium for the human family, sending out to the entire earth the 
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treasures of silver and gold hidden in her mountains, extracting 
health and vitality from her lush vegetation for the suffering men 
of the old world, communicating her previous secrets to the wise 
men still unaware of the vast stores of knowledge and wealth so 
bountifully provided by nature. I see her seated on the throne 
of liberty, grasping the scepter of justice, crowned by glory, and 
revealing to the old world the majesty of the modern world.85
Bolívar paints this image of a ruling Colombia using the words of 
empire: she sits on a throne, holds a scepter, and wears a crown.
 Bolívar’s use of the rhetoric of empire to describe the new 
Spanish American nation-states is also seen in his Jamaica Letter. 
At the end of this Letter, Bolívar focuses on the translatio studii, 
the transfer from east to west of the culture of the victorious in 
the subjugation of foreign others, a transfer which is concomitant 
with the translatio imperii: “When we are at last strong,” he writes, 
“  .  .  . then we will cultivate in harmony the virtues and talents 
that lead to glory; then we will follow the majestic path toward 
abundant prosperity marked out by destiny for South America; 
then the arts and sciences that were born in the Orient and that 
brought enlightenment to Europe will fly to free Colombia, 
which will [invite them by offering asylum].”86
 Here Bolívar uses the term “Colombia” in the continental 
sense, in the same way that Miranda used it, to refer to Spanish 
America. His direct reference to the westward flight of “the 
arts and sciences that were born in the Orient,” then landed in 
Europe, and now move to America, implicitly suggests that 
“Colombia” will also be home to Western empire.
 Two other foundational texts in the Spanish American tradi-
tion are worthy of note. While only the second invokes the fig-
ure of Columbus, both are relevant with regard to how Bolívar 
thought of the nation-state in terms of empire. The first is 
Bolívar’s “Oath in Rome,” in which he swears to liberate Spanish 
America from Spain. He supposedly made this oath in 1805 atop 
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the Mons Sacer, one of Rome’s seven hills. The end of the oath is 
most often quoted:
The civilization that has blown from the East has shown all its 
faces here, all its parts. But with regard to resolving the great 
problem of man in liberty, it seems that the matter has been 
unknown and that clearing up this mysterious unknown can 
only be verified in the New World. I swear before you, I swear 
by the God of my fathers, I swear on their graves, I swear on my 
Country that I will not rest body or soul until I have broken the 
chains that bind us by the will of Spanish power!87
 These words were recorded years later by Simón Rodríguez, 
Bolívar’s teacher, with whom he traveled through Europe and 
climbed the Mons Sacer. Rodríguez recalled the event in his 
memoirs, and some have speculated that they are Rodríguez’s 
invention or at least the product of his embellishment. (We 
note, however, that there is likely at least a kernel of truth to 
the story, as Bolívar himself in a letter to Rodríguez dated 1824 
remembers “when we went to the Mons Sacer in Rome to swear 
to free our country on that holy ground.”88) Historian Gerhard 
Masur opined in 1948 that “a reconstruction of what Bolívar 
actually said is hardly possible. Forty-five years after the event 
took place S. Rodríguez gave a novelistic description of the 
famous vow which is quite obviously an imaginative invention; 
its historical value is nil.”89 Today, most critics would probably 
disagree with Masur’s evaluation. Regardless of the authentic-
ity of the “Oath,” it merits our attention because it has become 
part of the Venezuelan nationalist narrative. Susan Rotker’s 
judgment is exemplary: “It does not matter how many footnotes 
refute its content since it has the element of an icon; as such, the 
category of Truth becomes completely secondary.” Rotker goes 
further, concluding, “If this did not happen, it does not matter: 
it should have happened.”90 Christopher Conway adds, “Indeed, 
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as an emblem of Bolívar, and of his iconicity as a national and 
Pan-American symbol, the ‘Oath of Rome’ faithfully represents 
a foundational scene of Latin American identity.”91 Indeed, 
today the “Oath” is still important in Venezuela’s self-image: 
it is memorized by Venezuelan school children and quoted by 
politicians.
 O’Leary’s account of the scene of the “Oath” is typical in the 
historiography of Spanish American independence: “On Monte 
Sacro the sufferings of his own country overwhelmed his mind, 
and he knelt down and made that vow whose faithful fulfillment 
the emancipation of South America is the glorious witness.”92 
In 1950, Venezuelan painter Tito Salas captured the scene of the 
“Oath,” with Bolívar overlooking the ruins of the Roman forum, 
in a painting that hangs in the National Pantheon in Caracas (see 
Figure 8).
 On the surface, the “Oath” appears to be a simple statement 
against the tyranny of empire. Before modern historiographers 
clarified the geography of Rome, the Mons Sacer on which 
Bolívar purportedly stood was often confused with the Aventine; 
both places were sites to which the plebian lower class seceded in 
its struggle to end debt-slavery and win official recognition for 
its representatives, its own assembly, and access to magistracies.93 
This struggle is recorded in Livy’s History of Rome, which both 
Bolívar and Rodríguez likely read. Livy’s narrative notes how the 
plebs of the Republic withdrew to the Aventine in order to pres-
sure the patricians (who resided on the Palatine hill) into political 
negotiations. And it is at the site of the plebs’ struggle with the 
perceived tyranny of the patricians that Bolívar declares he will set 
Spanish America free from the tyranny of the Spanish Empire. 
Yet, Bolívar’s stance regarding empire is not so clear-cut in the 
“Oath.” The republican and imperial phases of Roman history are 
lumped together, and both are declared failures. The first part of 
the “Oath,” where, in Lynch’s words, “the pen of Rodríguez may 
well have prevailed,”94 reads as follows:
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So then, this is the nation of Romulus and Numa, of the Gracchi 
and the Horaces, of Augustus and Nero, of Caesar and Brutus, 
of Tiberius and Trajan? Here every manner of grandeur has had 
its type, all miseries their cradle. Octavian masks himself in the 
cloak of public piety to conceal his untrusting character and his 
bloody outbursts; Brutus thrusts his dagger into the heart of his 
Figure 8. Tito Salas, El juramento en el Monte Sacro. Courtesy of 
Alberto Borrego.
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patron so as to replace Caesar’s tyranny with his own; Antony 
renounces his claim to glory to set sail on the galleys of a whore; 
with no projects of reform, Sulla beheads his fellow countrymen 
and Tiberius, dark as night and depraved as crime itself, divides 
his time between lust and slaughter. For every Cinncinatus 
there were a hundred Caracallas, a hundred Caligulas for every 
Trajan, a hundred Claudiuses for every Vespasian. This nation 
has examples of everything: severity for former times, austerity 
for republics, depravity for emperors, catacombs for Christians, 
courage for conquering the entire world, ambition for turn-
ing every nation on earth into a fertile field for tribute; women 
capable of driving the sacrilegious wheels of their carriages over 
the decapitated bodies of their parents; orators, like Cicero 
capable of stirring crowds to action; poets, like Virgil, for seduc-
ing with their song; satirists, like Juvenal and Lucretius; weak 
minded philosophers, like Seneca; complete citizens, like Cato.95 
This text collapses the Roman Republic and Empire, a collapse 
that points to the porous line between the categories of empire and 
republic in much of the political discourse of the Americas during 
the Age of Revolution. The “Oath” refers indiscriminately to fig-
ures of Roman history, moving from the Roman kings Romulus 
and Numa to the republican figures of the Gracchi brothers, and 
then to the emperors Augustus and Nero, among others. Bolívar’s 
point is that both the Roman Republic and the Roman Empire 
failed in the “emancipation of the spirit” and in the “final per-
fectibility of reason,” despite their greatness: “This nation has 
examples for everything, except for the cause of humanity: corrupt 
Messalinas, gutless Agrippas, great historians, distinguished nat-
uralists, heroic warriors, rapacious consuls, unrestrained sybarites, 
golden virtues, and foul crimes; but for the emancipation of the 
spirit, the elimination of cares, the exaltation of man, and the final 
perfectibility of reason, little or nothing.”96 It is only in the New 
World, Bolívar then posits, that the unfulfilled grandeur of Rome, 
both Republic and Empire, will be realized.
142 The Legacy of Christopher Columbus in the Americas
 For Bolívar both the Roman Republic and the Roman Empire 
were useful models to be superseded. Here Leopoldo Zea’s obser-
vation about the meaning of Rome in Bolívar’s thought is helpful:
Before it transformed into Empire, Rome had been the creator 
of the republican archetype for free men. Bolívar would attempt 
to do something more than Rome did, not extend dominium, but 
create other republics, not [engage in] imperial expansion, but 
in the reproduction of the republic throughout the America that 
Bolívar would go about liberating. That is, [he sought] to create 
multiple republics and, with all of them, form a Confederation of 
Republics. Not an Empire but rather a great community of free 
republics equally formed by free men. Both the Republic and the 
Empire of Rome supplied models for attaining what could seem 
an impossible libertarian dream.97
It is within this context of a murky employment of political 
typologies reflecting his understanding of Rome that Bolívar sug-
gests that the post-independence nation-state be named after 
Columbus, a figure associated for centuries with empire.
 The second foundational text, also probably apocryphal, 
which some attribute to Simón Bolívar, is “My Delirium on 
Chimborazo,” published for the first time in 1833, after Bolívar’s 
death. Most experts find some reason to doubt the authenticity 
of this document, the original of which has never been located.98 
Lynch writes that “the lack of collaborative evidence and con-
temporary reference invites an agnostic response.” 99 Narrated in 
first person, the piece relates Bolívar’s supposed trek to the sum-
mit of Chimborazo, which at an altitude of 20,565 feet above sea 
level was thought at the beginning of the nineteenth century to 
be the highest mountain in the world. After surpassing the tracks 
of Humboldt, who climbed partway up the mountain in 1802, 
Bolívar finally reaches the top, when, the text reads, “a feverish 
delirium suspends my mental faculties. I feel as if I were aflame 
with a strange, higher fire. It was the God of Colombia taking 
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possession of me.” He then converses with Time about the past 
and the future, and he is finally revived by “the tremendous voice 
of Colombia”: “Absorbed, frozen in time, so to speak, I lay lifeless 
for a long time, stretched out on that immense diamond serving 
as my bed. Finally, the tremendous voice of Colombia cries out to 
me. I come back to life, sit up, open my heavy eyelids with my own 
hands. I become a man again, and write down my delirium.”100
 Regardless of this text’s authenticity, its status in the Spanish 
American cultural tradition merits our consideration. Angel 
Grisanti, writing in 1964, called it “the most profoundly lyrical of 
Bolívar’s writings and one of the most beautiful pieces of litera-
ture in the Spanish language.”101 Grisanti contended that Bolívar 
climbed the mountain on 5 July 1822, inspired by the eleventh 
anniversary of the Declaration of Independence of Venezuela. 
According to Grisanti, “The Liberator is euphoric, beside himself, 
impassioned, burning with the glow of so many glorious memo-
ries. Along the route, Venezuela is on the hearts and minds of 
everyone.  .  .  . And it is Bolívar, as protagonist of the epic, who 
becomes most delirious.”102 Given the complicity between epic 
and empire, the epic being the story of domination told by the 
dominators, it is apt that Grisanti refers to Bolívar as the pro-
tagonist of the epic of Venezuelan (and Spanish American) inde-
pendence. It is also fitting that the “God of Colombia tak[es] 
possession” of Bolívar during the spiritual experience described 




  Conclusion 
The Meaning of Empire in Nationalist Discourses 
of the United States and Spanish America
As discussed in detail in the Introduction, in the last decade  or so an increasing number of scholars have critiqued the 
dominance of the nation-state as a unit of analysis. In doing so, 
they have challenged exceptionalist views of US history, accord-
ing to which empire and the nation-state are viewed as opposi-
tional, empire being replaced by the nation-state at the moment 
it is born from the ashes of the colonial experience. Scholarship 
critical of this view takes its impetus from the so-called “global 
turn” and is sometimes called post-national American studies or 
“New Americanist Studies.”1
 Although this recent scholarship has created a better under-
standing of the nation as empire, it has yet to consider the sig-
nificance of Columbus as he was represented in the Americas 
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Instead, our view of 
Columbus has remained impeded by nation-centric methodolo-
gies that exclude the supranational contexts in which the mean-
ings of Columbus were constructed. This book attempts to rectify 
this situation.
 Understanding the figure of Columbus in the Americas 
requires a comparative approach. The American nationalists of 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries who were responsible for 
appropriating Columbus as a nationalistic symbol of empire did 
not live in isolated linguistic bubbles. Instead, they were citizens 
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of the Atlantic “republic of letters”: they read widely and were 
familiar with the textual conversations in different languages and 
through the centuries about Columbus, and indeed about empire 
and conquest in the Western world, with which he became so 
closely associated. If we seek to understand the meaning of the 
word “Colombia” as it appears on the flag of the first Venezuelan 
republic, we must consider Francisco de Miranda’s own experi-
ence with the term. This entails our investigation of how it was 
employed in the United States during Miranda’s travels there 
as well as Miranda’s encounters with Columbus and his legacy 
throughout his diverse readings of the canonical texts, both his-
toriographic and literary, in the various languages used in the 
Atlantic republic of letters and in the Hispanic tradition.
 By opening the field of inquiry and going beyond nation- 
centered traditions, I have argued that the meaning of Columbus 
in the Americas is constructed by a transatlantic discourse that 
was originally created by Columbus himself, later perpetuated by 
historiographers and literati, and eventually taken up by writers 
in the Americas, both North and South. Through this discourse, 
the figure of Columbus was constructed as an archetype of empire 
that was uniquely suited to convey not only the imperial designs 
for real territorial expansion in the United States during the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries, but also the desire of Spanish 
Americans for imperial grandeur.
 The embracing of Columbus as a figure of empire by New-
World republics breaking free from Old-World empires shows 
the imperial underpinnings of the nation-state. Discourses about 
Columbus in the Americas reveal the desire of nationalists to set 
the New World apart from the Old. Yet these discourses simulta-
neously illustrate an aspiration to these same old imperial ideals 
via the consistent employment of the classic narrative of the 
translatio imperii, the westward transfer of empire.
 The meaning of the figure of Columbus, however, was 
not set in stone as soon as Columbus portrayed himself as a 
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representative of empire. While I do believe that Columbus, as 
a sign, has generally been interpreted as a figure associated with 
empire, conquest, and colonization, and although I have focused 
on this argument, there are clearly other interpretations of him. 
For Italian Americans in the United States, for example, the figure 
of Columbus has been a symbol of Catholicism and ethnic and 
cultural identity. For some commentators in Spanish America, 
Columbus is a racial link to Europe and limpieza de  sangre (purity 
of blood), or a cultural link to Spain and Hispanidad. The dif-
ferent meanings of Columbus constructed by various groups that 
uphold him as their hero or symbol have been thoroughly dis-
cussed by various scholars. I seek to add to the scholarship about 
Columbus by taking the long view of the transatlantic history of 
Columbus representations, whereby it becomes apparent that a 
great many of the contexts in which these representations have 
been produced are thematically related to empire, in a variety of 
meanings. Indeed, I would argue that it was the West’s obsession 
with empire, its history and its future, that gave life to the symbol 
of Columbus in the Americas.
The Meaning of Empire in 
Nationalist Discourses of the 
United States and Spanish America
A critical study of the articulations of Columbus in the Americas 
reveals that empire was very much at the heart of the ideologi-
cal foundations of the modern nation-states in the New World. 
It helped supply the language with which the new nations were 
rhetorically constructed. But what did empire mean in British 
America and in Spanish America?
 In both his 1991 essay and his 2008 book, The Language of 
Empire: Rome and the Idea of Empire from the Third Century BC to 
the Second Century AD, John Richardson examines the “extension 
of meaning” of the term imperium during the growth of the Roman 
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Empire, from the third century BCE, when imperium referred sim-
ply to the power granted to a magistrate, to the early decades of 
the first century ACE, when the term also came to mean some-
thing more: “The earlier significance, the right of command within 
the Roman state  .  .  . was never lost, but in addition the meaning 
‘empire,’ in an increasingly concrete, territorial sense came to be 
a normal usage, so that, at least from the second half of the first 
century AD, imperium Romanum is used as we would use ‘Roman 
Empire.’ ” Richardson encourages us to think of this “extension of 
meaning” as having created a continuum: “It is apparent that we are 
not dealing with two alternative and incompatible meanings [of the 
term imperium], but with the co-existence of a pair of meanings, 
of which in any particular case one is likely to be more dominant 
than the other.”2 The second meaning of the term imperium (the 
territory over which power is exercised) developed as the Roman 
Empire grew, and it soon subsumed the first meaning of the term 
(the power of a magistrate).
 This notion of a semantic continuum whereby imperium is 
defined is helpful when we consider the meaning of empire in the 
Americas during the period covered in this book. As discussed in 
the Introduction, references to empire in nationalist discourses 
were often nothing more than vague allusions to power or to the 
grandeur that was popularly associated with Rome. But some-
times they were particular references to the kind of territo-
rial expansion that had become part and parcel of what Rome 
meant in the Western imagination. In British America and later 
the United States, then, we can think of empire as meaning both 
power and territory. There, the term “empire” was employed with 
territorial expansion in mind much more frequently than in it 
was in Spanish America. This jibed with the political realities 
of the day. In the early United States there was consistent pres-
sure to acquire territory and influence abroad that was absent 
in the early independent republics of Spanish America. Bolívar 
recognized that his project to create a politically unified state 
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was impossible, and the issue of territorial expansion was never 
a dominant theme in nationalist discourses, except perhaps for 
short periods of time in the cases of border disputes and later in 
the nineteenth century. But even in these cases, only a limited 
amount of territory believed to belong to the nation was desired, 
and the issue at hand was not territorial expansion per se, as it 
was in many instances in the United States. In Spanish America, 
therefore, the meaning of the term “empire” tends to remain 
closer to the first side of the continuum—that is, it refers to 
power and authority, or the ethos of empire, and only very infre-
quently does it refer to territory. Even in the case of Iturbide’s 
Mexican Empire (1821–23), when the language of empire was 
employed to great effect and the imperial trappings of the royal 
courts of Europe were imitated, territorial expansion was not 
an issue.
 In considering further the meaning of empire in post-
independence Spanish America, I return to Richardson’s essay 
and, in particular, to his reminder that even in Rome there was a 
certain obscurity to the term imperium, as the authority granted 
to a consul or praetor in part came from the gods. “Even in the 
period of the late republic and early empire,” he writes, “at least a 
certain element of the mysterious is to be expected: in part impe-
rium belongs not to the precise complexities of constitutional law 
but to the proper obscurities of religion.”3
 This brings to mind the mystical tenor of the Spanish 
American foundational texts that I analyzed in Chapter 4. In 
those texts, the language of empire is used to describe the new 
nations in a highly lyrical mode. That intense lyrical quality is 
lacking in similar foundational texts of the United States. This 
is not to say that texts produced in British America and the 
United States did not wax poetic when they used the language of 
empire; rather, I wish to point out that the lyricism of the Spanish 
American texts is more pronounced, more profound, often even 
venturing on the mystical. Surely part of this aesthetic difference 
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is explained by the different influences and characteristics of the 
literary traditions in the North and South.
 But I would suggest, too, that another explanation is found in 
the different natures of the Spanish and English colonial expe-
riences. Spain’s colonial system was more hierarchical and con-
trolled by the metropolis than England’s for multiple reasons: 
the different timing of the Spanish and the British colonial proj-
ects in the Americas (the British beginning theirs roughly a cen-
tury after the Spanish), the differences in national traditions and 
previous histories of conquest, and the differences among the 
American landscapes and peoples the Spanish and the British 
encountered.4 The daily lives of British colonists were gener-
ally less restricted by colonial government than were the lives of 
their Spanish counterparts, but this depended on where both sets 
of colonists lived and how they made their living. The Spanish 
Empire in the Americas also lasted more than three hundred 
years, much longer than Britain’s empire. My point is that the 
long shadow of the colonial experience rendered the possibility 
of thinking about territorial expansion largely irrelevant for the 
early Spanish American nationalists of the nineteenth century. 
Conquering new territory in order to incorporate it into the new 
nations was simply not on their agenda. How different was the 
situation in the early United States.
 While post-independence Spanish American Creoles con-
jured up visions of their new nation-states as greater than Rome, 
and while they used the language of empire to describe them, the 
manner in which they did so took on a poetic air. It was almost 
as if telling the story of their becoming an empire, becoming all-
powerful, after years of colonial subjugation, required a highly 
charged lyricism. Again, I do not wish to imply that US texts 
that deal with empire and Columbus are not lyrical. Joel Barlow’s 
Columbiad and Thomas Brower Peacock’s Columbian Ode, for 
example, are certainly lyrical and surely contain elements of fan-
tasy, but I would not venture to say they are as ethereal as the 
   Conclusion  151
passages in Spanish American foundational texts such as “The 
Oath Taken in Rome” and “My Delirum on Chimborazo,” both 
of which are discussed in Chapter 4.
 Echoing Richardson’s description of the religious authority 
signified by the Roman word imperium, we may effectively char-
acterize the language of empire in Spanish American national 
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conclusion
1. See Ch.1, n8.
2. Richardson, “Imperium Romanum: Empire and the Language of Power,” 1.
3. Ibid., 6.
4. A valuable comparative history of the British and Spanish conquests in the 
New World is Elliott, Empires of the Atlantic World.
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